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ABSTRACT
Exemplary Elementary School Principals and Leadership Storytelling
by Nicholas Damico
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand and describe
how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead organizations using
Denning’s (2011) model. In addition, it was the purpose to understand how exemplary
elementary school principals use storytelling to create transformational change in organizations. Denning’s The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling highlights eight storytelling
narrative patterns:
● Storytelling to ignite action and implement new ideas
● Storytelling to build trust
● Storytelling to build brand
● Storytelling to transmit organizational values
● Storytelling to foster collaboration
● Storytelling to share knowledge
● Storytelling to neutralize rumor
● Storytelling to create and share vision
Methodology: This phenomenological qualitative study described the lived experiences
of exemplary elementary school principals in West Michigan. The researcher was part of
a thematic research team of 3 peer researchers and 2 faculty advisors. Through purposeful
sampling, the researcher selected 10 exemplary elementary school principals who met at
least 4 of 6 criteria identifying an exemplary principal. The researcher conducted interviews, observations and artifacts for data triangulation.
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Findings: The analysis of data resulted in 24 themes and 1,185 coded references across
the eight narrative patterns and transformational change. From the 24 themes, 6 key
findings emerged.
Conclusions: The conclusions show that: (a) elementary principals that use evocative
stories to create and share vision will be more successful in igniting action and implementing school change. (b) telling student success stories is a powerful way to transmit
organizational values and making transformational change. (c) elementary school principals that do not use social media will find it more difficult to share knowledge, build
brand, and tell positive stories. (d) telling current reality stories reinforces organizational
values and fosters collaboration.
Recommendations: Replications of this phenomenological study should focus on middle
and high school storytelling principals. Mixed-methods research studies should add a quantitative tool to draw further insight into the leadership storytelling practices of exemplary
elementary school principals. Meta-analysis research studies should consider data from
all 3 thematic teams. Finally, a mixed-method study should be completed that analyzes
how the stories impact stakeholders, such as parents, students, and the community.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study
Denning’s (2011) organizational storytelling in multiple types of organizations, two
faculty advisors and three doctoral students discovered a common interest in exploring
the ways exemplary leaders practice organizational storytelling using eight narrative
patterns of motivation, trust, brand, values, collaboration, knowledge, rumor and envision
a new future identified by author Stephen Denning in The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling
(2011). This resulted in a thematic study conducted by a peer research team of three
doctoral students.
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on how exemplary
leaders use storytelling in leading and creating transformational change in their organizations. Exemplary leaders were selected by the team from various public, profit and nonprofit organizations to examine the leadership use of storytelling across a number of
professional fields. Each researcher interviewed ten exemplary leaders to describe how
they lead their organization through storytelling using each of the eight narrative patterns
outlined in The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling (Denning, 2011). To ensure thematic
consistency, the team co-created the purpose statement, research questions, definitions,
interview protocol, interview questions and study procedures. It was agreed upon by the
team that for the purpose of increased validity, data collection would involve method
triangulation and would include interviews, observations, and artifacts.
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used to refer to the team of
researchers who conducted this thematic study. The thematic team consisted of the following doctoral students and peer researchers and their respective fields of study: Nick
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Damico, Elementary School Principals; Tricia Kassab, Chief Nursing Executives, and
Colleen Slattery, human resources administrators.

xviii

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Stories are the secret language of successful leadership (Deal & Peterson, 2016).
In Simon Sinek’s TED Talk, Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Action (Sinek,
2009a), he describes how Apple has used the secret language of storytelling to uncover
that consumers do not buy what you do, rather they buy why you do it. Apple was the
case study explored in Sinek’s TED Talk. How did Apple connect their unique organizational culture with their stakeholders and consumers? It was through the use of storytelling—storytelling that powerfully and consistently wrapped its message around the
“why” of Apple products (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Apple captured the hearts,
minds, and wallets of an entire generation through vivid and imaginative storytelling.
Like Apple, the most successful organizations in America value storytelling. These
organizations intentionally use storytelling to connect with consumers. Apple, along with
Nike, FedEx, Southwest Airlines, and Costco, knows what their competitors do not know;
their employees and consumers care more about the culture of their organization than the
strategy employed (Deal & Peterson, 2016). These organizations know by touching
hearts and minds of people they will leave a legacy of experiences for generations to
come (Clark, 2017). Indeed, the secret language of storytelling has the ability to drive
change in organizations.
Legacy and culture are solidified in stories. Storytelling is a valuable way of
developing trust by creating a shared story and sense of community among leaders and
their followers (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013). Like fingerprints, all organizations
have a story to tell and that story is unique. From the early Paleolithic era to today, oral
tradition has played a vital role in the development of all of North America. Early Man
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used storytelling to pass down their rich culture and heritage. Native Americans used
storytelling to tell the history of their people to the next generation and to pass on important lessons from one generation to the next. Native American stories convey morals,
meaning, and social values to younger generations of Native Americans (Saddam & Ya,
2015). Oral tradition, through storytelling, among Native Americans has been
instrumental in passing on cultural traditions through each generation.
Similarly, elementary school principals in the 21st century may use storytelling
to communicate school culture and the school's mission and vision (Baldoni, 2003).
Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) report that effective principals lead
schools through setting a strong and positive climate and culture, supporting leadership
development, setting a strong vision focused on learning, and managing the school. All of
these responsibilities are enhanced by the ability to be an effective storyteller. Principals
use storytelling to communicate organizational values and goals to all stakeholders. They
build an audience through the stories they tell. Storytelling allows principals to translate the
dry and abstract into a compelling vision of the organization (Denning, 2011). Effective
storytelling is a crucial tool for elementary school principals as they work to keep their
audience informed and actively engaged in the work of their schools and districts.
Elementary school principals, as the chief communication officer of the school,
have to use stories to communicate and connect with all stakeholders. A principal builds
an audience by making connections between emotion and the goals of an organization.
The stories a principal tells transmits a magical connectedness with stakeholders. Through
the use of narrative, school leaders can connect stakeholders with the vision, mission, and
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strategic plan of their school. Principals can use storytelling to create, energize, unify,
and develop collective truths amongst stakeholders (Denning, 2011).
Background
Effective leaders are effective storytellers. Leaders and followers co-create
meaning through interconnected relationships and storytelling (Orr & Bennett, 2017).
Effective leaders know that storytelling is a powerful way of communicating that makes
outsiders feel like insiders by giving them an inside look into your organization (Boal &
Schultz, 2007).
Communication is central to effective storytelling and it includes how a leader
speaks, listens, and learns (Baldoni, 2003). Stories build genuine bridges between the
cause and mission of the organization (Bublitz et al., 2016). Communication is a valued
leadership characteristic; by using personal narratives an audience can connect with an
organization (Ruebottom & Auster, 2018).
The role of an elementary school principal is to navigate ongoing dilemmas.
“While problems can be summarized in a formula or an algorithm, it takes a story to
understand the dilemma. The future will be loaded with dilemmas, so it will take a lot of
stories to help make sense out of them” (Bob Johansen, former CEO, the Institute for the
Future; Johansen, 2009, p. 14). Elementary school principals should take full advantage
of storytelling as a conduit for change in their schools and as a method for breaking down
dilemmas.
Effective principals are effective storytellers. Storytelling principals know that
leaders and followers co-create meaning through interconnected relationships and storytelling (Orr & Bennett, 2017). Storytelling is used to merge emotion and the strategic
plan to make transformational change in the organization. Stories are simple, timeless,
3

contagious, and easy to remember (Smith, 2012). However, there is limited research and
understanding of the use of storytelling by elementary school principals.
Introducing Storytelling
According to Carmine Gallo (2016), we are all storytellers. Leaders are telling
stories when they present new ideas, roll out new initiatives, and communicate the vision
and mission of the school and in nearly every aspect of their leadership. Storytelling
allows for the transmission of values, collaboration, trust and ignition of new ideas by
leaders interacting with others and connecting how things in the world are interrelated
(Denning, 2011).
Stories that are told with great clarity help staff and managers envision a new
future for the organization and create excitement and momentum (Denning, 2011).
Additionally, managers leverage trust with their employees, when storytelling is used as a
motivational tool (Auvinen, Lämsä, Sintonen, & Takala, 2013). Effective stories move
emotions. Storytelling is powerful because it is quick, free, persuasive, collaborative and
memorable (Denning, 2011). Denning’s work has been instrumental in building the case
for leadership storytelling. Denning built on the work of Boje (1991) when he argued that
stories guide behavior and action, and foster resiliency.
“A vision is a picture of the future so inspiring it drives people to action—in other
words, a story” (Smith, 2012, p. 15). Storytelling allows leaders to lay out their vision of
the future and embody the change they want to see. Storytelling allows leaders not just to
tell the story but also to build the brand and an audience. Effective storytelling is more
powerful than a dazzling PowerPoint (Denning, 2011). Stories are similar to songs in
how they have the ability to move and motivate an audience (Hutchens, 2015). Further-
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more, Smith (2012) posits that stories spread like wildfire, without any additional work
for the storyteller.
In a 2015 article, Sturt and Nordstrom assert that “Proper storytelling just might
be the most impactful leadership method yet” (Sturt & Nordstrom, 2015). The authors go
on to state that there are four types of stories: founding stories, pivotal stories, teamwork
stories, and great work stories. Regardless of how storytelling may be labeled, great leaders
see their role as chief communicators and understand they must take full advantage of
this influential leadership tool. One of the ways chief communicators use storytelling is to
market their organization or school and increase their audience (McClearen, 2017). Storytelling allows for increased organizational recognition amongst stakeholders (Pham,
Pallares-Venegas, & Teich, 2012). Storytelling is a game of influence and provides a path
for organizations to transmit its values both internally and externally.
Leadership Theory
Storytelling used purposefully is a powerful tool of leadership. Prominent theories
on leadership, organizations, and communication have formed the foundation of this study.
These theoretical foundations support both the importance of storytelling in leadership
and the role of the school principal. From the beginning of time to the Great Man Theory
to Transformational leadership theory, the importance of storytelling has been woven
throughout leadership theories since the beginning of time. Specifically, this study will
focus on Transformational Change Theory, Great Man Theory, Social Learning Theory,
Communication Theory, Complexity Theory, and Multiple Intelligence Theory.
Transformational Change Theory
Bass (1985) described a transformational leader as one who empowers followers.
Great leaders motivate and inspire their followers to perform beyond their capabilities
5

and expectations. Transformational Change theory comes into play when market forces
require fundamental changes in strategy, operations, and worldview of organizations
(Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson, 2010). Transformational change presents a challenge
because the new state is unknown and it emerges from envisioning a new future. The new
state requires a fundamental shift in mindset, organizing principles, behavior and cultural
changes (Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson, 2010). Transformational Change theory goes
far beyond the work of one charismatic leader.
Great Man Theory
In 1840 Thomas Carlyle (1840/2003) developed the Great Man Theory. Great
Man Theory contends that individual men could have incredible influence through their
charisma, intelligence, and wisdom. These men had divine characteristics and the ability
to make transformational change. Great Man Theory must be recognized in full when
studying leadership because it details how leaders continue to capture our imagination
through communication (Spector, 2016).
Social Learning Theory
Social Learning Theory was introduced by Albert Bandura in 1971. Bandura
(1971) described Social Learning Theory as the idea that man is not prompted by inner
forces or left to mercilessly defend himself from environmental forces. Social Learning
theory posits that people will learn from what others say and do, as opposed to following a
lengthy process of trial and error on their own (Bandura, 1971).
Communication Theory
The literature around communication theory is expansive. However, effective
communication starts with trust, telling the truth, and being clear and direct with stake-
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holders (Baldoni, 2003). Leaders must communicate their mission and vision (Baldoni,
2003). Collective pools of knowledge in an organization are given life when an effective
leader uses storytelling to communicate the mission and vision of the organization (Boal
& Schultz, 2007). Effective leaders communicate the mission and vision of the organization through storytelling. Effective leaders send and receive clear and concise messages.
Leaders, as effective communicators, will paint visual pictures in people’s minds and
move emotions (Denning, 2011). Additionally, Deal and Peterson (2016) note that storytelling, as a means of communication, has the ability to tap levels of a leader’s experience
that other options fail to address. Great communication can simplify the complexity in
our organizations.
Complexity Theory
Complexity Theory takes a look at the complexity of organizations and how
structures and patterns can arise from them (Anderson, Meyer, Eisenhardt, Carley, &
Pettigrew, 1999). While many factors contribute to an organization’s complexity, principals as storytellers have the capability to tell stories that make sense of the organization.
Complexity theory was developed by researchers as they sought to explain the behavior
and complex systems of organizations. Specifically, researchers looked at systems that
did not conform to the laws of nature and worked to make sense of these complex
systems (Kivak, 2017).
Multiple Intelligence Theory
‘Intelligence’ is generally described as the ability to perceive information and
retain it as knowledge, thereby creating referable understanding (Tamilselvi & Geetha,
2015). Howard Gardner’s 1983 Frames of Mind made the case for the acquisition of
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knowledge through a multitude of ways, which he called Multiple Intelligence theory.
Multiple Intelligence theory attempted to explain the various ways in which knowledge is
accumulated. Multiple Intelligence theory appeals to educators, and is necessary to include
as part of this study, because it articulates the experience of educators on a daily basis
(Moran, Kornhaber, & Gardner, 2006).
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is the work of Steve Denning on leadership storytelling (2011). Denning’s work focuses on eight narrative patterns of storytelling:
● Storytelling to ignite action and new ideas.
● Storytelling to build trust.
● Storytelling to build brand.
● Storytelling to transmit organizational values.
● Storytelling to foster collaboration.
● Storytelling to share knowledge.
● Storytelling to neutralize rumor.
● Storytelling to create and share vision.
● Creating transformational change
Storytelling allows for the transmission of values, collaboration, trust and ignition
of new ideas by leaders interacting with others and connecting how things in the world
are interrelated (Denning, 2011). Lelic (2001) and Boje (1991) contend that stories are a
recollection of events to produce meaning. Leadership storytelling is an interactive form
of leadership that allows leaders to connect with stakeholders in intimate ways. Storytelling allows a leader to look at past successes, current state, and desired state. This use
of story allows organizations to turn dreams into action (Guber, 2011).
8

Storytelling is also used to shape stakeholders’ expectations, to frame the mandate,
and to tell the story. Leaders use stories to squelch rumors, ignite action, build brand,
transmit values, share knowledge and create and share vision (Denning, 2011). Stories
are told to make understanding, create belief, and motivate others in the organization to
action (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, & Switzler, 2012). Four distinct themes and eight
narrative patterns emerged from The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling that needed further
examination. They are organizational culture, organizational communication, storytelling,
and leadership.
Ignite Action and New Ideas
One of the narrative patterns laid out by Denning (2011) is storytelling to ignite
action and implement new ideas. Denning describes how leaders can use springboard
stories to describe new ideas (Denning, 2011). A springboard story is one that enables
listeners to visualize the large-scale transformation that is needed. Stories allow the
leader to refresh the organizational memory of the ‘why’ (Denning, 2011). People do not
buy what you do; rather they buy why you do it (Sinek, 2009a, 2009b). “Asking people to
stop doing the things they know and love doing and start doing things that they do not know
much about amounts to asking them to adopt new identities” (Denning, 2011, p. 60).
Springboard stories allow leaders to embellish stories about the past to create new
meaning for a future state.
Build Trust
Stories that build trust is a narrative pattern described in detail by Denning. Stories
that show vulnerability and stories that “pull back the curtain” are great ways for a leader to
build trust (Denning 2011). As a way to build trust, leaders should not embellish their
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own positive traits; rather the story should lift up others in the story (Denning, 2011).
Also, the leader should know the story of the audience. When employees come to you for
coaching or counseling, that is a great time for a story. A leader should always be aware
of the trust they have with their people and how the stories they tell internally and externally
are always building the brand.
Build Brand
Storytelling to build your organizational brand is vital and another key narrative
pattern that successful leaders use (Denning, 2011). Consumers now have more options
than ever when it comes to media consumption and how they shop. If individuals can
build trust through storytelling, then organizations should able to do the same. Branding
and marketing are important elements to consider when storytelling (Gallagher &
Thordarson, 2018).
Transmit Organizational Values
One narrative pattern put forth by Denning is transmitting organizational values.
The stories should consistently convey the values of the organization and should be told
on a recurring basis (Baldoni, 2003). However, transmitting values is one of the most
difficult tasks for a leader (Denning, 2011). Stories that convey organizational values
should be told and retold until they become part of the common mind (Denning 2011).
Foster Collaboration
Fostering collaboration is another key narrative pattern used by successful leaders
and outlined by Denning. Collaborative teams may be propelled to action through stories.
Springboard stories are effective when working with teams. They leverage members of
high performing teams to tell their stories. Stories can be used to set the tone and the
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direction of the organization. Leaders can combine past stories with a desired future state
(Denning, 2011).
Share Knowledge
One of the eight narrative patterns developed by Denning is stories that share
knowledge. Sharing knowledge through stories is pervasive and remarkably mundane.
Stories are told to share organizational knowledge, which are not always interesting and
therefore require work from the storyteller to make the stories come to life (Denning,
2011). People will learn from positive stories.
Neutralize Rumor
Neutralizing rumors is a key narrative pattern. Negative rumors and gossip serve
as social bond between employees. Stories have the power to tame the grapevine of
rumors. Positive and negative stories are told repeatedly to maximize effect. The stories
of an organization reflect the overall organizational health. When there are rumors and
gossip, that negatively reflects on the organization. Covert, or contested, stories are told
in small groups throughout the organization. A leader does not have the capability to stop
these types of stories from being told (Denning, 2011).
Create and Share Vision
Leadership is undeniably connected to the future. Compelling future stories are
rare and hard to tell because the future in unknown and unpredictable (Denning, 2011).
Leaders can tell core stories to pass on a vision of the future (Deal & Peterson, 2016).
Too often we think of vision as something grasped from thin air; rather, vision emerges
from experience and experimentation (Deal & Peterson, 2016).
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Organizational Culture
Culture is not a small thing to be dealt with after the “real work” is completed;
rather culture is the work (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Organizational culture can be
swayed positively or negatively through the use of storytelling. Great storytellers build
relationships by coaching frequently, listening first, praising frequently, and critiquing
only when necessary (Baldoni, 2003). Sharing organizational stories that reinforce and
affirm the dignity of individuals in the organization is important (Baldoni, 2003). Leaders
set the tone of organizational culture. Thriving organizational cultures knit together local
resources to be aligned with community ideals and expectations (Deal & Peterson, 2016).
Organizations big and small rely on communication both internally and externally—
internally to gain support from employees and externally to engage their stakeholders.
Organizational Communication
Organizational communication became a popular topic of study in the 20th century.
As the United States grew out of the industrial revolution it became an even more
researched topic. Organizational communication is central to effective storytelling and it
includes how a leader speaks, listens, and learns (Baldoni, 2003). Everything we do and
say as an organization is a part of the story.
Organizations communicate in a variety of ways, from internal memos, emails,
and meetings, to external commercials, radio advertisements, and various social media
platforms. Successful organizations rely on communication and innovation to continue to
thrive. Internal communication positively influences culture (Suh, Harrington, & Goodman,
2018). How an organization communicates is critical to the vitality of the organization.
Leaders must have a systematic way of communicating with their audience and their
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employees. Stakeholders must know where to get direct information from the leader of
the organization. Social media and storytelling is a valuable way to communicate with
stakeholders (Baldoni, 2003). Employees that know the organizational story can help to
further the mission of the organization and feel a sense of empowerment.
Storytelling
Leaders have two ways to share knowledge: you can push information out or pull
people in with a story (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Effective storytellers demonstrate
leadership skills, build trust, and communicate. The research is emphatic about the
importance of leaders as chief communicator. Yet, there is not a complete understanding
of how elementary school principals use storytelling to lead and make transformational
change. There is plenty of research to support the value of effective communication as a
valued leadership characteristic; however, this study seeks to uncover the value of leadership storytelling for elementary school principals.
Storytelling is simple—anyone can do it (Armstrong, 1992). Therefore, it is
important for principals to intentionally tell the stories they want told about their schools.
Principals tell intentional and unintentional stories all the time through newsletters, websites, and social media (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). It is the role of the school
principal to craft stories, as the chief storyteller, and work with all stakeholders to do the
same thing (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
The beauty of stories is that they are open to many interpretations (Deal &
Peterson, 2016). Leaders tell stories so that stakeholders can envision a better future and
the stories motivate the team to action (Smith, 2012). Therefore, an effective leader can

13

tailor a story to meet the goals of the organization. The principal sets the tone for storytelling and must model how storytelling works.
Leadership
Leadership values, principles, and practices have evolved horizontally (Denning,
2011). This horizontal style of leadership has allowed leaders to connect and collaborate,
while moving away from a top-down style of leadership. Leadership is the influence
process between a leader and their followers (Auvinen, Lämsä, et al., 2013). Therefore,
it is important for a leader to be an effective storyteller. Leaders are tasked with simultaneously juggling and resolving enduring organizational dilemmas (Boje, 2001). Baldoni
(2003) showed that storytellers build relations by coaching frequently, listening first,
praising frequently, and critiquing only when necessary. Baldoni’s work was further
developed and supported by Auvinen, Aaltio, and Blomqvist (2013). They contend that
storytelling is a valuable way of developing trust by creating a shared story and sense of
community among leaders and their followers (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013).
Leaders must build trust and relationships to effectively communicate the vision, mission,
and goals of their organization.
Importance of Storytelling in Schools
Leaders will be followed if they are trusted. Trust starts with communication,
telling the truth, and being clear and direct with stakeholders. Leaders must communicate
their mission and vision (Baldoni, 2003). The expectations and knowledge one has about
another in a trusting relationship tends to evolve. Initially, trust is primarily or completely
based on indirect evidence (Pratt, Lepisto, & Dane, 2019). Therefore, leaders have the
ability to use stories to build trust.
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The great storyteller leaders will involve all members of the organization in storytelling. Collective pools of knowledge in an organization are given life through communicating the story (Boal & Schultz, 2007). Principals who can explain emotionally
significant events will create longer lasting memories for stakeholders (Kouzes & Posner,
2017). Effective leaders communicate the mission and vision of the organization through
storytelling.
One key component to building effective organizational culture is to have open
lines of communication. Positive organizational culture is driven by leaders who encourage their employees, have excellent management skills, and have adaptable management
policies (Alkharabsheh, Alias, & Ismail, 2017). Transformational leaders create a positive
organization through the transferring of ideas from leaders to followers in a horizontal
fashion (Alkharabsheh et al., 2017). Positive organizational culture has shifted from top
down hierarchy structures to organizations that connect and collaborate. All members of
a healthy organization have the ability to lead, make decisions, and tell stories.
Principals as Storytellers
The role of school principal is continuously evolving. School principals are
expected to be instructional leaders, system builders, district team players, and agents for
change (Fullan, 2018). School principals are responsible for meeting the needs of all
students and creating a positive school culture. The goal is to create a culture where every
student can grow and every teacher is a leader (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Further research
on principals and storytelling will advance connection of merging emotion and a strategic
plan and may include further information on the use of storytelling at the elementary
school principal level.
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Nearly two billion people have an active Facebook profile. That means that a
quarter of the world population uses this social media platform. That is a higher number
than the number of people who have access to basic sanitation needs (Sutton, 2019).
Principals who use social media have the potential to reach a wider audience. Social
media allows leaders to connect with their audience. Social media allows the receiver of
the story to develop a sense of wonder. Storytelling through social media allows us to
take a break from everyday living, dream about the possible (Denning, 2011). However,
for school principals to have success in new arenas (social media as an example) will
require schools to relinquish traditional public relations and embrace the same creative
style of expression favored by their audiences. There is a need to offer venues to facilitate
interaction among supportive audiences, and to nurture the diffusion of content, rather
than imposing preferred corporate messages (Etter, Ravasi, & Colleoni, 2019).
Further research is needed about the specific ways in which school leaders use
storytelling through social media. How school leaders use social media is a topic for
further study—specifically, looking at how principals use social media to build relationships with their audience (Ashby, 2018).
Principals help followers and stakeholders connect with the organizational vision
and mission (Alkharabsheh et al., 2017). Leaders also guide stakeholders to understand
their strengths and weaknesses, which allows them to achieve their greatest performance
(Alkharabsheh et al., 2017). Giving stakeholders an inside look into your organization
allows them to build an emotional connection with the organization or the school. Leaders
are increasingly using social media to communicate with constituents as it allows them to
reach a wider audience. While the research shows that organizations are using social
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media, there appears to be a lack of data on the value of social media and leadership
storytelling.
Statement of the Research Problem
Principals are employees of the school district and work under the supervision of
a superintendent. However, they are in charge of their own building. While the principal
position may be seen as a middle management position, principals oversee a distinct
facility with its own identity (Lortie, 2009).
Ask an elementary school principal to describe a typical day and you will get a
wide variety of responses. At any given time, a principal is the instructional leader, a
custodian, a counselor, a nurse, a manager of supplies, a lunch monitor, or a chief
communication officer. One description cannot fully capture the nature of the role of
school principal. Furthermore, principals are expected to run a smooth school, innovate
without upsetting, and connect with students, staff, and families (Fullan, 2018). School
principals need to leverage all resources to build culture, increase engagement, and make
transformational change.
Principals are expected to be instructional leaders and school building managers
(Samuels, 2018). The first broad category principals are responsible for is instructional
leadership. Principals are responsible for the day-to-day instructional practices in their
buildings and to serve as a coach and evaluator for their teachers. The second broad
category that a principal is responsible for is the culture and climate of the building.
Principals must establish a culture and school climate that is warm and trusting while
setting high expectations for student achievement. Principals must also address the growing mental health issues affecting students while protecting their own mental health and
avoiding compassion fatigue (Harper, 2019). Principals are tasked with doing all of this
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and continually maintaining a safe and positive school culture where students, staff,
parents, and the community can thrive (Shafer, 2018). Principals must be one part lawyer,
one part counselor, and fearless (Samuels, 2018).
As a remedy to the multi-faceted work of a school principal, principals may use
storytelling to shape stakeholders’ expectations, to frame the mandate, and to tell the
school story (Denning, 2011). Stories created by principals may be used to make understanding, create belief, and motivate others in the organization to action (Patterson,
Grenny, Maxfield, McMillan, & Switzler (2008). Storytelling is multifaceted and may
allow a principal to make connections between stakeholders and school-wide goals and
bring order to the complexity of their roles.
Steve Denning’s 2011 work on leadership storytelling focuses on eight narrative
patterns to being a masterful storyteller. The eight key narrative patterns of storytelling
laid out by Denning are storytelling to ignite action, to communicate who you are, to
transmit values, to brand the organization, to foster collaboration, and to share knowledge.
Additionally, stories can be used to squelch rumors and paint a picture of a desired state
(Denning, 2011). Equally important to Denning’s work are the findings of Lelic (2001)
and Boje (1991) who both agreed that stories are a recollection of events that allow us to
produce meaning.
Furthermore, an accumulation of research supports the use of storytelling to make
transformational change in organizations. However, there appears to be a gap in the
research in how school principals use storytelling to drive change in their organizations.
Baldoni (2003) contends that communication is central to effective storytelling and it
includes how a leader speaks, listens, and learns. A principal can bring together students,
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staff, parents, and the community to co-create meaning through interconnected relationships and storytelling (Orr & Bennett, 2017). Storytelling is a powerful tool that principals may use to make outsiders feel like insiders (Boal & Schultz, 2007). As a result,
further research in identifying and understanding leadership storytelling amongst school
principals to make transformational change is worthy of exploration.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand and describe
how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead organizations
using Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns (ignite action and implement new ideas;
build trust; build your organization’s brand; transmit organizational values; foster
collaboration; share knowledge; neutralize rumor; create and share vision). In addition, it
was the purpose to understand how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create transformational change in organizations.
Central Research Questions
How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through
storytelling using Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns?
Sub Questions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to ignite action
and implement new ideas?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build trust?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build the organization’s brand?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to transmit organizational values?
19

5. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to foster
collaboration?
6. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to share knowledge?
7. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to neutralize
rumor?
8. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to create and
share vision?
9. How do exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create
transformational change in their organizations?
Significance of the Problem
The amount of pressure placed on principals has only grown in recent years.
Principals face an ever-growing number of district, state, and federal mandates (Wang,
Pollock, & Hauseman, 2018). Principals are under significant pressure to translate new
ideas, manage external mandates, and transform educational practices (DeMatthews,
2015; Drago-Severson & Maslin-Ostrowski, 2018; Wang et al., 2018). There is significant agreement that the role of an elementary school principal is complex (Fullan, 2018).
Principals are tasked with building culture, sparking innovation, and making transformational change. Principals are expected to run a smooth school, innovate without upsetting,
and connect with students, staff, and families (Fullan, 2018). As the role of the school
principal becomes more complex, principals may turn to leadership storytelling to
increase stakeholder engagement, and make transformational changes in school culture.
Principals must combat relenting reforms, rapid change, and benign neglect, or their
school culture will rapidly deteriorate (Deal & Peterson, 2016). As the leader of the
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school, principals are held personally accountable for the performance of the school
(Ganon-Shilon & Chen, 2019).
The critical work of principal leadership is made even more difficult in a world
where workforce engagement has hit record lows over the past decade (Crowley, 2011).
According to a new Gallup report, only one in three people are engaged in their work. When
the people in an organization are not engaged, there cannot be an expectation to make positive or transformational change. This is especially true when applied to school culture.
Changing school culture and increasing engagement requires schools to have
principals who are skilled in the arts of diplomacy, salesmanship, patience, endurance,
and encouragement (Muhammad, 2009). Leadership storytelling may be a tool for school
principals to increase engagement, build culture, and make transformational change.
Storytelling is a valuable way of developing trust by creating a shared story and sense of
community among leaders and their followers (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013).
Stories support principals in the communication of the mission and vision (Baldoni, 2003).
A principal can begin building trust with stakeholders through communication, telling the
truth, and being clear and direct (Baldoni, 2003).
Great storyteller leaders involve all members of the organization in storytelling,
because everyone in the organization should take part in the storytelling process (Auvinen,
Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013). Storytelling will allow principals to bring collective pools of
knowledge to life (Boal & Schultz, 2007). Schools, as successful organizations, will rely
on communication and innovation to thrive (Suh et al., 2018). Additionally, transformational leaders create a positive organizational culture through the transfer of ideas, storytelling, from leaders to followers in a horizontal fashion (Alkharabsheh et al., 2017).
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Furthermore, elementary school principals must be capable of leading innovation
and change within the complexity of the public school system by crafting stories that drive
engagement, culture, and transformational change. It is imperative that school principals
use storytelling as an essential element of their daily practice to underscore the importance
of history traditions and celebrations (Deal & Peterson, 2016). The ability of a principal
to establish a strong culture and engage staff depends in large part on developing the
vision of the school and creating norms of high achievement. This important work is
accomplished by crafting stories that drive engagement, create positive culture, and
create the conditions for transformational change.
Definitions
Build brand: The authentic interactive exchange of stories to promote meaningful dialogue and distinguish an organization from competitors in the eyes of the
customer. It is about communicating the core of organizational culture and values through
visual means and interactive dialogue (Denning, 2011; Schultz, 2010)
Change: Using stories in a timely manner to engage people across the organization to contribute creative ideas, learn new skills, and explore possibilities in an
environment supportive of transformational change in the organization (Aidman & Long,
2017; Denning, 2011).
Collaboration: A collective intelligence that honors and respects the contribution
of each person and contributes to group learning. It is also about working together to
identify community values and create something new in support of a shared vision
(Denning, 2011; Hackman, 2002).
Neutralize rumor: The commitment of leaders to reduce organizational uncertainty and proactively clarify the future through narratives. It is about proactive, frequent,
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transparent, and honest communication directed towards shedding light on the organizational vision (Brown, Denning, Groh, & Prusak, 2005; Denning, 2011).
New ideas: As used in this study, it means how vision and ideas are generated
within an organization to inspire and focus on what is important to success. The broader
view of the future that is created through stories produces meaning and motivates others
to act (Baldoni, 2003; Denning, 2011).
Share knowledge: Tell personal stories of actual human experience and expertise
in narrative exchange which act as repositories of knowledge. It is about informal networks
of communities which accelerate knowledge sharing (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Jabri &
Pounder, 2001).
Share vision and direction: Purposefully combining and integrating stories to set
a tone, clarify expectations, communicate important ideas, and provide hope. Through
these positive stories, the organization can raise the quality and focus on innovative
actions to drive change (Aidman & Long, 2017; Patterson, Grenny, Maxfield, McMillan,
& Switzler, 2008).
Storytelling: The ability of exemplary leaders to influence others, build culture,
expedite the change process, lead, grow, and connect. Stories spur emotions to inspire,
respect the audience, and unite people to promote transformational change. Positive stories
establish common values, convey meaning, and describe an ideal future state (Aidman &
Long, 2017; Denning, 2011; Hutchens, 2015; McCarthy, 2008; Smith, 2012).
Transmit values: How an organization makes outsiders feel like insiders by
sharing culture, values, celebrations, and challenges. Transmit values also means shared
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meaning of the group norms, standards, customs and traditions as shared through stories
(Boal & Schultz, 2007; Denning, 2011).
Trust: The ability of an organization and its people to build reliability, truth, and
strength through strong relationships, shared experiences that evoke emotion, vulnerability and authenticity (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013; Denning, 2011).
Delimitations
In research studies, delimitations explain the confines of the study that are controlled by the researcher (Roberts, 2010). This study was delimited by the researcher to
ten exemplary elementary school principals in West Michigan.
Exemplary. For the purposes of this research, exemplary leader is defined as
those who met at least four of the following characteristics:
● Evidence of successfully leading an elementary school;
● A minimum of five years of experience as an elementary school principal;
● Articles, papers, or written materials published, or presented at conferences on
topics related to being an elementary school principal;
● Actively uses social media as a storytelling tool in their capacity as an elementary school principal;
● Recognition by their peers as a leader in the field of elementary education;
● Membership in MEMSPA and support from the region president.
Organization of the Study
This study of exemplary elementary school principals and their use of storytelling
to implement transformational change is organized into five chapters, a bibliography, and
appendices. Chapter I introduces the study, along with the purpose statement, research
questions, and significance of the study. Chapter II contains a review of the literature ex24

panding on the concepts of storytelling. Chapter III reveals the research design and
methodology of the study, with a description of the population and sample, instrument
used, and data collection procedures. Chapter IV represents an analysis of the data and a
subsequent discussion of the findings. Chapter V offers a summary, conclusions, and
recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The role of an elementary school principal is complex. Describing the role of
elementary school principal is a daunting task. Principals can easily fall victim to the
myriad of expectations and responsibilities facing them (Fullan, 2018). At any given
time, a principal is the instructional leader, a custodian, a counselor, a nurse, a supply
manager, a lunch monitor, or a chief communication officer. One description cannot fully
capture the nature of the role of school principal. Furthermore, principals are expected to
efficiently manage site operations, innovate without upsetting, and connect with students,
staff, and families (Fullan, 2018). Principals need to leverage all resources to build culture,
increase engagement, and create transformational change.
As a remedy to all of the demands placed on elementary school principals, a principal may use storytelling to shape stakeholders’ expectations, to frame the mandate, and
to tell the school story (Denning, 2011). Stories created by principals may be used to
make understanding, create belief, and motivate others in the organization to action
(Patterson et al., 2008). Storytelling is multifaceted and may allow a principal to make
connections between stakeholders and school-wide goals and bring order to the complexity of their roles. Mastering the art of storytelling may benefit a principal when
managing the complexity of the principalship.
The Chapter II literature review will start by delving into leadership, storytelling,
and leadership storytelling. From there the theoretical foundations for this research will
be defined. Among the theories reviewed in the theoretical foundations are Great Man
Theory, Social Learning Theory, Complexity Theory, Multiple Intelligence Theory,
Communication Theory, and Transformational Change Theory. All of the theories
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reviewed connect to the power of storytelling and leadership. This chapter will also look
at the history and evolution of storytelling. The theoretical foundations will lead into the
theoretical framework. In The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling, Steve Denning (2011) makes
the case for eight narrative patterns to make storytelling impactful, all extensively covered
in-depth in this section. Finally, Chapter II reviews the complex role of the elementary
school principal.
Storytelling
Storytelling is the transferring of ideas between two or more people in which a
past or future experience is described (Boje, 1991). The story was referenced, recounted,
interpreted, celebrated or challenged events from the past or future (Boje, 1991). In recent
years, storytelling has gained as a core competence in leadership (Denning, 2011). Storytelling is more than a simple leadership tool; rather it is about the development of a new
type of leader (Denning, 2011). Leadership storytelling is about leaders developing new
ways of thinking, speaking, and behaving in their organizations (Denning, 2011).
As a people, storytelling is in our genes (Wines & Hamilton, 2009). It is the ability
to influence others, build culture, and ignite change in organizations (Hutchens, 2015).
Storytelling is a performance art. Stories can be told through words, pictures, video, or
mime (Denning, 2011). Well-told stories have the ability to get to the heart of the audience.
Stories tap into emotion, put a face on an issue, and humanize us (Biesenbach, 2018).
Additionally, stories transmit values and convey meaning in organizations (Aidman &
Long, 2017; McCarthy, 2008). They have the ability to define and sustain us (Aidman &
Long, 2017). Stories are contagious and can spread quickly through an organization. A
well-told story inspires people to action (Smith, 2012).
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Storytelling can be intentional and planned, or spontaneous and intuitive
(Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013). Depending on the audience, a leader may choose
to tell a particular kind of story. Some stories create communities, which help us to better
understand one another and foster collaboration (Aidman & Long, 2017), while other
stories are tools to influence and inspire followers to advance organizational change
(Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013). In an effort to make transformational change, a
storyteller must know their audience to tell just the right story.
Stories are like characters in pursuit of goals, while facing adversity (Biesenbach,
2018). Change is most difficult for those with the task of directly moving people from
one place and one way of thinking, to a completely different way of thinking, acting, and
behaving. Stories about heart will drive employee engagement (Crowley, 2011). The
story’s resolution of the challenge drives the narrative. Leaders have to develop sufficient
conflict in their stories to build suspense. There has to be something important at stake—
a problem that needs resolution. There needs to be a clear cause and effect and an emotional
core (Biesenbach, 2018).
Organizational Culture
Culture quietly and invisibly surrounds us (Grenny, Patterson, Maxfield, McMillan,
& Switzler, 2013). Culture is so stealthy that we do not recognize its norms, practices,
and unwritten rules (Grenny et al., 2013). Culture is woven into the fabric of every school
and organization. To better understand the culture of a school or organization, a leader
may turn to stories to determine the current culture and climate in their organizations
(Grenny et al., 2013). Denning (2011) adds that organizational health is reflected through
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the stories told in the organization. Additionally, it is incumbent upon the leader to tell the
positive stories of all stakeholders and to encourage all stakeholders to tell their stories.
To build positive organizational culture, it is important for the chief executive to
communicate internally to employees and externally to all stakeholders, including the
larger community. Communication belongs to all members of the organization and how
communication happens is indicative of the climate and culture in an organization
(Baldoni, 2003). It is also important to combat unhealthy cultural behaviors. This
happens through taming the grapevine. Taming the grapevine is a leader’s effort to
combat rumors and gossip that lead to negative culture. Additionally, Denning (2011)
suggests using satire, while being sure not to mock the rumor, to squelch gossip. Stories
have the ability to fight negativity and drive school culture in a positive direction.
School Culture
Culture is part of every facet of a school (Deal & Peterson, 2016). School culture
influences lunchroom conversations, instructional practices, and how professional knowledge is viewed (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Culture propels the enthusiasm of all stakeholders
(Tschannen-Moran, 2014). Every component of the school building mirrors the culture,
including the physical makeup of the school (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Making changes to
school culture and increasing student engagement will require schools to have principals
that are skilled in the arts of diplomacy, salesmanship, patience, endurance, and encouragement (Muhammad, 2009).
School culture is built on trust, and storytelling is a valuable way of developing
trust by creating a shared story and sense of community among leaders and their followers
(Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013). Principals must communicate their mission and
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vision (Baldoni, 2003). Principals can begin building trust starting with stakeholders
through communication, telling the truth, and being clear and direct (Baldoni, 2003).
Effective storytelling may increase engagement and assist in the development of school
culture.
Leadership
Leadership is the process whereby somebody influences a group of people
(Northouse, 2003). Conversely, the challenge of leadership is often difficult, volatile, and
daunting (Denning, 2011). Therefore, it is important for leaders to have a strong sense of
self, based on their core values. These core values guide and direct a leader to make
authentic decisions that are true to self. Authentic leadership comes from the inside out
(Kouzes & Posner, 2008). Similarly, Baldoni (2003) states that leadership is trust and
there must be trust to get results. Having clarity over personal values allow leaders to take
intentional action (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).
Great leaders will build relationships because they know that if their employees
like them, they are likely to work harder (Kouzes & Posner, 2008). Effective leaders
know that trust is the glue that connects a leader to their people. The most important
leader is the one we see most often and turn to for advice, because they are present and
visible (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).
Leaders are called to navigate through complex environments and systems and are
often left with little control over the inner workings of their organizations (Aidman & Long,
2017). Leaders carry a great weight on their shoulders, because the morality of a leader is
magnified as they are held to a higher standard than others (Ciulla, 2005). Leaders must
navigate these complex organizational systems all while bearing this great burden.
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Leaders impact staff behaviors with values by telling stories. Charismatic leaders
use drama in every day communication to build a following. Trust is needed especially in
times of uncertainty and a leader’s ability to share a compelling vision builds trust with
followers (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomquist, 2013). As a result of these challenges, leadership storytelling can help drive positive change.
Leadership Storytelling
The progression from values to behavior has three steps: value determination,
operationalizing the values into moral principles, and applying the moral principles
(Wines & Hamilton, 2009). Stories have the ability to transfer values to behaviors
(Denning, 2011; Smith, 2012). Good stories do not need good leaders to be told, rather
good leaders will intentionally use stories to ignite action in the organization (Parry &
Hansen, 2007). Leadership could be enhanced through story making by constructing
stories to explain events and their significance (Parry & Hansen, 2007). As Bloom (1987)
notes, myth-makers are the most influential people in our lives.
Parry and Hansen (2007) argue that stories do the leading, not the leader. Effective leaders use storytelling to get people to do the work and help them do it (Baldoni,
2003). Inspired leaders engage the hearts of their people because people internalize the
leader’s message and make it their own (Baldoni, 2003). This is the central task of
leadership.
When a leader shares a story they are sharing a part of themselves, allowing trust
to be built through vulnerability (Aidman & Long, 2017). Successful leaders use storytelling to form their identity at work. The most significant impact a leader can have is to
make a long-term investment in developing followers (Kouzes & Posner, 2006). Storytelling
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can empower leaders because leaders see stories as a way to build trust, motivate, inspire,
defuse conflict, and influence superiors (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013).
Style. Leaders use stories to make their followers feel valued, share a common
vision, and energize followers (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013). Successful leadership stories defuse conflict and include humor or personal experiences (Auvinen, Aaltio,
& Blomqvist, 2013). The organizational story involves two people interpreting past or
anticipated experiences (Parry & Hansen, 2007). People follow the story more than they
follow the person who tells the story; therefore, people are led to do things by stories as
much as they are by other people (Parry & Hansen, 2007).
When members of the organization told positive stories, they were more likely to
exhibit heightened commitment to the organization (McCarthy, 2008). Boje (1991, 1995,
2006) posits that storytelling is the work of leadership and all leaders tell stories. The
appeal to emotion versus reason is a unique characteristic of stories. If we separate the
stories from the people who tell them, we can separate leadership from a particular
leader. Stories then become the leaders (Parry & Hansen, 2007).
Stories and heart. Stories that get to the heart will drive employee engagement
(Denning, 2011). Conversely, analysis might engage the mind, but it hardly has the ability
to get to the heart (Denning, 2011). You must go to the heart if you really want to move
people with energy and action (Denning, 2011). In 1991, Dr. J. Andrew Armour introduced the concept of a functioning heart brain. Dr. Armour revealed that the heart has a
‘little brain’ in it, with a complex system of circuitry that operates independently of the
brain (Crowley, 2011). With each heartbeat, the heart sends complex signals to the brain

32

(Armour, 1991). Crowley (2011) concludes that what people feel in their hearts has a
tremendous impact on their motivation and performance in the workplace.
Denning (2011) believes that a central task of leadership is envisioning a future
state for organizations. Leadership is connected to the future and storytelling is the method
to connect stakeholders to the future state. Compelling future stories are rare and hard to
tell, because the future is unknown and unpredictable (Denning, 2011). It is the role of
the leader to paint a picture of the future state and move the organization in that direction
(Denning, 2011).
Impact. The impact of stories is similar to the impact leaders have on followers
(Parry & Hansen, 2007). Followers can consider multiple voices and realities when hearing
stories (McCarthy, 2008). Follower loyalty is driven by shared purpose which encourages
adaptability in often unpredictable organizational change (McCarthy, 2008). Leaders need
to be able to facilitate learning and change, as opposed to dictating to make transformational
change (Aidman & Long, 2017). A leader doesn’t have the kind of sovereign power to
make followers do things; rather, by telling stories, a leader can be a participant in the
discourses which define organizational reality (Auvinen, Lämsä et al., 2013).
History and Evolution of Storytelling
According to Carmine Gallo (2016), we are all storytellers. Leaders tell stories
when they present new ideas, when they roll out new initiatives, when they communicate
the vision and mission and in nearly every aspect of their leadership (Gallo, 2016). Effective stories move emotions. Storytelling is powerful because it is quick, free, persuasive,
collaborative and memorable (Denning, 2011). Denning’s work has been instrumental in
building the case for leadership storytelling. Denning built on the work of Boje (1991)
when he argued stories guide behavior, action, and foster resiliency.
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Oral Traditions
Orality and literacy happen when communication develops from the oral stage
into a stage of print and read orally by either listening or reading (Soukup, 2012). ‘Oral’
means pertaining to the mouth, or when it comes to language, communicated by or through
the mouth. Language exists as a communication tool. The most natural form of this communication is through oral language (Katz, Shenkman, Stavropoulos, & Melzer, 2003).
Storytelling is a timeless tradition that has been around since the time of early
man. Scriptures, patterns, rhythm, and rhyme have been an important component of
religious storytelling since the beginning of time (Soukup, 2012). From Adam and Eve to
the Native peoples of North America, stories have served as a way to socialize the next
generation and strengthen values (Bruchac, 2003).
Storytelling serves two purposes: to entertain and to socialize people to cultural
norms (Lawrence & Paige, 2016). Ancient people began telling tales as soon as they
developed the capacity to talk (Zipes, 2012). Folk stories and fairy tales were passed from
one generation to the next. Oral and literary traditions of fairy tales are shaped by cultural
patterns (Zipes, 2012). Stories are ways of making sense of the past, not just the political
and historical events, but the full scale of our existence (Griffiths, 2006).
Stories of Ancient People
Stories help preserve a group’s culture by sharing the oral history (Lawrence &
Paige, 2016). Paintings that depict early humans as hunters show the tools and animals
that were used for survival (Cavendish, 2015). The art of storytelling is traced from its
roots in indigenous cultural societies (Lawrence & Paige, 2016). From ancient predators
depicted on a cave wall in an effort to portray the courage and strength to family and
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friends gathering around a campfire under the stars, storytelling is an art form that has
been around since the beginning of time (Lawrence & Paige, 2016).
In Greek myths, the stories allow the audience to see the influence of a person’s
behavior on others. Storytelling in families is passing on its values (Coe, Aiken, & Palmer,
2006). Myth-makers are the most influential members of society as rituals and customs
are passed from one generation to the next through myths. Living myths are like icebergs
and are 90% below the surface of the consciousness (Wines & Hamilton, 2009). Myth is
the cultural DNA and the unconscious information that governs the way we see reality
and how we behave in all situations (Wines & Hamilton 2009).
Stories are at the heart of Native American culture and are alive like the breath
and wind that shapes and explains the universe. Stories are more than a powerful tool for
teaching (Bruchac, 2003). Stories were used by all Native Americans as a way to socialize
the next generation and to strengthen the values of the tribe (Bruchac, 2003). Other forms
of learning can come from observations and then modeling and reinforcement of the positive consequences (Bandura, 1971, 1977). However, in the long run it will be stories of
Indian and non-Indian alike that will carry on the history of the Indian people (Bruchac,
2003). For Native Americans, storytelling forms the foundation for traditional Native
American learning and teaching (Cajete, 1999). Native Americans tell stories that often
personally engage in collaboration with stories passed from generation to generation
(Pierce, 2018). These stories engage and assist with the transfer of cultural values
(Pierce, 2018).
Power of Stories
Narrative is the spoken or written history of an event. Stories are often not held in
as high a regard as narrative, because narrative requires plot, as well as coherence (Boje,
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2001). Narrative theorists would argue that story is too ‘folksy’ and without a detailed
plot is a simple description of chronology (Boje, 2001). Previously, TwoTrees (1997)
argued the same when he posited that narratology marginalizes story. However, most
stories have a beginning, middle, and end with an agreed plot. The sense-making occurs
through shared lived experiences (Boje, 2001). TwoTrees (1997) adds that stories have
three important properties: time, place, and mind.
Plato stated that the one who tells the story is the one that governs (Fisher, 1985).
Storytelling is a sense-making currency in organizational leadership this is a preferred
currency of human relationships (Boje, 2001). The leader is intricately weaved in a network of complex organizational stories (Boje, 2001). Shared pools of knowledge are
highlighted through organizational stories.
Shared Stories for Organizations
Symbolic messages used by leaders represent intangible cultural values and
beliefs (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Symbols infuse an organization, a tribe, a family, or any
other community with meaning and significance (Deal & Peterson, 2016). The concept of
storytelling and learning can be a process of “knowledge creation” (Boal & Schultz,
2007). Culture probes and storytelling can help companies remain relevant and create
value for their audiences (Simon, 2017). Storytelling allows organizations to transmit
values, collaborate, trust and ignite new ideas (Denning, 2011). Leaders connect the
organizational mission with a future state through storytelling (Denning, 2011).
Theoretical Foundations
Great Man Theory
Bass (1990) contends that most of the initial research on leadership focused on the
positive inherent traits of early male leaders. The Great Man Theory was developed by
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Thomas Carlyle in 1840. Carlyle believed that great men are gifts from God, and are born
to serve as leaders. The traditional Great Man Theory of leadership is often not given its
due respect, yet it is still widely in use (Mouton, 2019). Early Great Man Theory studies
of leadership focused on Jesus, Gandhi, Churchill, and Mohammed, all charismatic leaders
with Great Man traits (Eckmann, Dunham, Connor, & Welch, 2018). The focus is always
on the great man as hero (Carlyle, 1840/2003). Freud (1921) argued that following a
singular male leader, group members are likely to have their thinking swayed in the
direction of the leader’s belief. Whereas, Tolstoy would argue that great men are not
great. Tolstoy would add that great men do not drive the course of events: they merely
think that they do out of an abundance of arrogance.
Trait Theory is thought to have been the roots of Great Man Theory (Northouse,
2003). Trait Theory is the idea that leaders are born with leadership characteristics
(Northouse, 2003). Mann (1959) examined 1,400 findings and the results were that
intelligence, masculinity, dominance, extroversion and conservatism were the traits of
leaders. These traits were used to study whether or not if people with these characteristics
went on to become great leaders (Stogdill, 1948, 1974). Carlyle argued that heroes shape
history through the vision of their intellect, the beauty of their art, the prowess of their
leadership and, most important, their divine inspiration. Great storyteller leaders share the
same characteristic. While Great Man Theory derived itself from early studies, it is still a
force in current leadership literature (Eckmann et al., 2018). Leadership literature is often
still built on the premise that it is only through the actions of a singular charismatic leader
that change is made. If followers gain knowledge through a great charismatic leader, Social
Learning Theory needed to be examined for this study.
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Social Learning Theory
Social Learning Theory was introduced by Albert Bandura in 1971. Bandura
(1971) described Social Learning Theory as the idea that man is not prompted by inner
forces or left to mercilessly defend himself from environmental forces (Bandura, 1971).
Therefore, man has the authority to obey a leader or not. Bandura (1971) would argue
that behavior is best understood as a continuous reciprocal approach between behavior
and its controlling conditions. A follower’s capacity to learn from the action of a leader
allows him to acquire large quantities of knowledge without the tedious process of learning through trial and error (Bandura, 1971). Great Man Theory and Social Learning are
not complete opposites. It could be said that Great Man Theory and Social Learning Theory
complement one another and work together as leadership storytelling is investigated.
People can learn by observing both the good and bad behaviors of others, as well
as consequences from those actions (Ormrod, 1990). Learning and performance are not
the same thing; people learn behavior at the same time that the behavior is observed
(Ormrod, 1990). Cognitive processes play a role in learning, when new behavior is
acquired through observation alone. Therefore, the power of storytelling is evident when
considering how humans acquire knowledge. Similarly, man has the same emotional
reactions to learning through observation (Bandura, 1971).
Man has the ability to overcome fears when there has been observation of the feared
activity being completed. New patterns of behavior can be learned through direct observation and experience. Learned behavior as a result of observation allows man to make a
hypothesis about the positive or negative behavior (Bandura, 1971). Stories can be used
to describe model behavior or to highlight the results of positive and negative behavior.
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Bandura’s hypothesis provides a guide to the learner of consequences for certain
actions, both positive and negative (Bandura, 1971). Man’s ability to symbolically represent consequences through observational experiences is enough to take observed actions.
Most learning, either directly or inadvertently, is done through behaviors that were
modeled. Storytelling allows for descriptive model behavior that connects to the strategic
plan. However, a person cannot learn from observation if they are unaware of what the
modeled behavior they are looking for is (Bandura, 1971). If we learn from the modeled
behavior of charismatic leaders both positive and negative actions, it was important to
review the multiple ways that people learn, process information, and produce products
based on that information (Bandura, 1971).
Multiple Intelligences
Howard Gardner’s 1983 Frames of Mind made the case for the acquisition of
knowledge through a multitude of ways, which he called Multiple Intelligence Theory.
Multiple Intelligence Theory attempted to explain the various ways in which we prefer to
accumulate knowledge and the products that we create from the acquired knowledge
(Gardner, 1983). Gardner originally proposed seven learning styles: Linguistic, Logicalmathematical, Musical, Bodily-kinesthetic, Spatial, Interpersonal, and Intrapersonal.
According to Chen (2004), Multiple Intelligence Theory has been thoroughly vetted
through the years by studies in biology, neuropsychology, developmental psychology,
and cultural anthropology.
Multiple Intelligence Theory appeals to educators, and is necessary to include as
part of this study, because it articulates the experience of educators on a daily basis
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(Moran et al., 2006). Educators know that students will learn and be successful in different
ways and have an individual profile of strengths and growth areas (Moran et al., 2006).
Linguistic learners are sensitive to the sound, rhythm, and the meanings of words
(Gardner, 1983). Logical-mathematical learners are fascinated by numerical patterns and
reasoning. Bodily-kinesthetic learners prefer to learn through controlling body movements.
Spatial learners have the ability to use space and visual learning. Musical learners have
an appreciation for music and expressing emotions through music (Gardner, 1983). The
final two intelligences involve self-learning. They are interpersonal learning which is
learning that occurs because the ability to be in tune with the thoughts, feelings, and
actions of others. On the other hand, intrapersonal learners have a deep understanding of
their own thoughts, feelings, and emotions (Gardner, 1983). It is possible with storytelling
to craft stories that meet the needs of all learners and their varied styles of intelligence.
Learning styles refers to the personality characteristics or preferences that are
evident in the learning process (Shearer, 2004). Intelligence refers to one’s ability to
solve a problem or perform a skill (Shearer, 2004). Armstrong (1992) contends that
determining a student’s learning style or intelligence requires careful professional judgment and observation over time. Gardner’s work has been transformational in education
(Moran et al., 2006). Therefore, Multiple Intelligence theory is an important foundational
component of the research on leadership storytelling when examining the role of the
school principal and storytelling and how a principal may best connect with all members
of their audience.
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Complexity Theory
Additionally, Complexity Theory was analyzed to better understand how complex
organizations operate. According to Complexity Theory, organizations are considered to
complex and non-linear systems, such as schools (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1995). Organizations are complex systems and consist of an aggregate of interacting subunits, resulting in
systems with individual behavioral characteristics combined to produce coordinated
patterns of group behavior (Boal & Schultz, 2007). Complexity Theory seeks to understand how corporations organize themselves from within (Kivak, 2017). Complexity
Theory provides a backdrop to review behavioral patterns within an organization and
how these structures emerge (Kivak, 2017). Organizational structures emerge as a result
of a web of dynamic interactions.
Complexity Theory looks at how the unpredictable nature of a system gives way
to unexpected order (Kivak, 2017). Organizations and their associated members’ interactions with the systems and subsystems of the organization will determine their current
and future behavior through a system of self-regulation (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1995).
Kivak (2017) agrees that when complex systems are left alone to function without a controlling influence, the system will shape itself; this is known as self-organization. Selforganization is when complex systems are left alone to function without controls, the
system will regulate itself (Kivak, 2017).
The interactions between the system’s components determine the patterns of
behavior within the system and how they change over time (Kivak, 2017). Complexity
Theory is often applied in social systems (Long, McDermott, & Meadows, 2018).
Complexity Theory was developed by researchers as they sought to explain the behavior
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and complex systems of organizations (Kivak, 2017). Specifically, researchers looked at
systems that did not conform to the laws of nature and worked to make sense of these
complex systems (Kivak, 2017).
Self-organization occurs as agents and components adapt to each other. Environmental changes cause the players in the system to react. This behavior occurs throughout
the organization (Kivak, 2017). Chan (2001) states that Complexity Theory is the study
of adaptive complex systems that focuses on self-organization and natural selection. As a
foundation, Kauffman (1990) stated that Complexity Theory is based upon complex systems
with individual components being interdependent. The system’s behavior cannot be predicted by a single event or component. Complexity Theory and Chaos Theory are very
similar in that they both deal with unpredictable systems. However, Chaos Theory
concludes that chaos is too random to allow a system to self-organize (Kivak, 2017).
Conversely, Complexity Theory states that organizations live on the edge of chaos
(Kivak, 2017).
Transformational Leadership Theory
Transformational change unfolds when market forces require fundamental changes
in strategy, operations, and worldview of organizations (Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson,
2010). Transformational change is a challenge for leaders because the new state is unknown
and it emerges from envisioning a new future. The new state requires a fundamental shift
in mindset, organizing principles, behavior and cultural changes (Anderson & AckermanAnderson, 2010).
Transformational change is a daunting task for leaders as 70% of change efforts
fail to achieve intended results (Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson, 2010). Anderson and
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Ackerman-Anderson (2010) state boldly that the number one reason for the failure to
make transformational change is poor change leadership. Successful transformational
change requires committed stakeholders, which usually requires a focused commitment
by the leader on engagement throughout the process. Additionally, Bass (1985) described
a transformational leader as one who empowers and engages followers.
Transformational leaders motivate and inspire their followers to perform beyond
their capabilities and expectations (Bass, 1985). Verma and Krishnan (2013) would add
that leaders have the ability to influence, motivate, and empower others to contribute
towards the collective success of the organization. Constant change, and a move towards
models of continuous improvement, has become a part of life for many organizations
(Verma & Krishnan, 2013). These constant organizational changes highlight the increasing
importance of transformational leadership (Verma & Krishnan, 2013). The effort to
obtain superior performance is possible only by transforming followers’ values, attitudes
and motives from a lower to a higher plane of arousal and maturity (Bass, 1985).
There is an abundance of evidence to support that transformational leadership
substantially influences the performance of employees and organizational level outcomes
(Avolio, 1999). Transformational leaders are charismatic, magnetic, charming, and communicate a clear vision (Organ, 1988). The current notion of transformational leadership
places emphasis on empowering followers and stresses the need for organizations to
become less hierarchical, more flexible, team-oriented, and participative (Fondas, 1997;
Rosener, 1995).
Similar to the Great Man Theory, Bass’s (1985) Transformational Model of
Leadership defines the transformational leader as charismatic, likable, and influential.
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Additionally, transformational leaders are inspirational, intellectually curious, and
provide individualized consideration to their followers. Individualized consideration
refers to a leader’s efforts to promote interpersonal connection with each individual
follower (Doherty, 1997). Carless, Wearing, and Mann (2000) add that research shows
that followers of transformational leaders tend to be more productive and satisfied
workers versus followers of transactional leaders. Tactical leaders influence others by
articulating stories and promoting dialogue about organizations past, present and future
(Boal & Schultz, 2007.)
Communication Theory
Communication is the sending and receiving of clear and concise messages
(Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Communication theory is relatively new and is becoming
increasingly relevant as a field (Craig, 1999). Anderson (1997) notes communication
theory was found in only 7% of textbooks. Communication theory is the dialogue and
discourse in society and may be traced to diverse disciplines (Craig, 1999). Leaders who
are effective communicators may paint visual pictures in people’s minds and evoke
powerful emotions (Denning, 2011).
Leaders are tasked with creating conditions that will allow individuals and teams
to get things done in a way that they find enriching and fulfilling (Baldoni, 2003). The
most powerful weapon a leader has to get this done is his ability to communicate (Baldoni,
2003). Communication drives action forward and keeps the leader and employee aligned
on the same path (Baldoni, 2003). By its very nature, communication is a two-way
process, ensuring that leader and follower understand one another (Baldoni, 2003). If a
leader can do this, motivation can occur (Baldoni, 2003).
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Theoretical Framework
The theoretical foundation for this study is provided by Steve Denning’s The
Leader’s Guide to Storytelling (2011). Denning’s work centers on eight key narrative
patterns where leaders can use storytelling to make transformational change, as described
in Table 1.
Ignite Action and New Ideas
The goal of leadership is to move organizations forward and one way to do this is
through igniting action. Denning describes how leaders can use springboard stories to
describe new ideas (Denning, 2011). A springboard story is one that enables listeners to
visualize the large-scale transformation that is needed (Denning, 2011). Stories allow the
leader to refresh the organizational memory of the ‘why’ (Denning, 2011). People do not
buy what you do; rather they buy why you do it (Sinek, 2009a, 2009b). “Asking people to
stop doing the things they know and love doing and start doing things that they do not know
much about amounts to asking them to adopt new identities” (Denning, 2011, p. 60).
Springboard stories allow leaders to embellish stories about the past to create new
meaning for a future state.
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Table 1
Denning’s Eight Narrative Patterns
If your objective
is …

You will need a story
that…

In telling it, you will need
to…

Your story will inspire
such phrases as…

Sparking action

Describes how a successful Avoid excessive detail that
“Just imagine…” “What
change was implemented in will take the audience’s mind if…”
the past, but allows listeners off its own challenge.
to imagine how it might
work in their situation.

Communicating
who you are

Provides audience-engaging
drama and reveals some
strength or vulnerability
from your past.

Provide meaningful details
but also make sure the
audience has the time and
inclination to hear your story.

Transmitting
values

Feels familiar to the
audience and will prompt
discussion about the issues
raised by the value being
promoted.

Use believable characters and “That’s so right!”
situations, and never forget
“Why don’t we do that
that the story must be conall the time!”
sistent with your own actions.

Communicating
who the firm is;
branding

Is usually told by the
product or service itself, or
by customer word of mouth
or by a credible third party.

Be sure that the firm is
actually delivering on the
brand promise.

“Wow!”
“I’m going to tell my
friends about this!”

Fostering
collaboration

Movingly recounts a
situation that listeners have
also experienced and
prompts them to share their
own stories about the topic.

Ensure that a set agenda
doesn’t squelch this swapping
of stories—and that you have
an action plan ready to tap
the energy unleashed by this
narrative chain reaction.

“That reminds me of the
time that I …” “Hey,
I’ve got a story like
that.”

Taming the
grapevine

Highlights—often through
the use of gentle humor—
some aspect of a rumor that
reveals it to be untrue or
unreasonable.

Avoid the temptation to be
“No kidding!”
mean-spirited and be sure
“I’d never thought about
that the rumor is indeed false. it like that before!”

“I didn’t know about
him!”
“Now I see what she’s
driving at!”

Sharing knowledge Focuses on problems and
Solicit alternative and
shows in some detail how
possibly better solutions.
they were corrected, with an
explanation of why the
solution worked.

“There but for the grace
of God…”
“Gosh! We’d better
watch out for that in the
future!”

Leading people
into the future

“When do we start?”
“Let’s do it!”

Evokes the future you want
to create without providing
excessive detail that will
only turn out to be wrong.

Be sure of your storytelling
skills. Otherwise use a story
in which the past can serve as
a springboard to the future.

Denning (2011), p. 33
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The change idea presented in the story is clear and a worthwhile initiative
(Denning, 2011). Additionally, there has to be clarity around the purpose (Gallagher &
Thordarson, 2018). Springboard stories are based on successful examples and should be
presented from a single point of view (Denning, 2011). It is important for the protagonist
to resemble the audience (Denning, 2011). The story provides specifics about dates and
places and it also describes what would have happened without the change (Denning,
2011). However, springboard stories will not have the desired effect if a leader has not
built trust with his followers.
Build Trust
Successful leaders build trusting relationships (Denning, 2011). Leaders who
project strength before building trust only elicit fear (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
The same is true of storytellers. Leaders use their personal stories to build trust (Denning,
2011). “Your character is generated not from a single incident, but from a whole lifetime
of experiences” (Denning, 2011, p. 93). The story should come from an inner conviction
(Denning, 2011). Effective messages are based on trust (Baldoni, 2003). The story should
be about a turning point in your life and have coherence. It is important that the message
is positive and is one of hope (Denning, 2011).
The moment of disruption in the story would be a good chance to introduce humor
(Denning, 2011). As a way to build trust, leaders should not embellish their own positive
traits; rather the story should lift up others in the story (Denning, 2011). Stories about
overcoming adversity or recovering from mistakes are particularly useful (Cockerell,
2008). It is important for the leader to know the audience and ensure that it is an audience
receptive to the message (Denning, 2011). Also, the leader should know the story of the
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audience. When employees come to you for coaching or counseling, that is a great time
for a story. A leader should always be aware of the trust they have with their people and
how the stories they tell internally and externally are always building the brand.
Build Brand
Storytelling to build your organizational brand is vital (Denning, 2011). The
internet has disrupted the media conglomerate and changed how consumers take in
information (Denning, 2011). Consumers now have more options than ever when it
comes to media consumption and how they shop. If individuals can build trust through
storytelling, then organizations should able to do the same. Branding and marketing are
important elements to consider when storytelling (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
The organizational story is an important one. For example, the size, shape, and
color of the Coke bottle are an important story for consumers. Companies create a need
for their product through a pull story (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Pulling is creating
a need for the consumer while building relationships between the consumer and the brand
(Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Leaders tell the organizational story from conception
(Denning, 2011). “Milestone stories can also portray turning points in a firm’s history
and communicate the character of the firm” (Denning, 2011, p. 113).
Leaders use all stakeholders to tell the organizational story. It is just as important
to tell stories internally to stakeholders. In particular, customer success stories that tie to
the organizational mission and vision are powerful (Denning, 2011). Storytelling in the
21st century involves the customer. Social media has demanded more honesty from organizations. Social media has given us new ways to tell and interpret the stories we tell and
hear (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Success in marketing today revolves around
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building passion in your customer base and then hoping those customers tell the story to
other potential customers (Denning, 2011).
When dealing with upset customers, restating corporate policy is only going to
make it worse (Denning, 2011). Similarly, in schools, when a parent is upset it is not
advisable to refer them directly back to the policy or guideline; rather it is suggested that
the leader listens to the parent. Communication should be from one human to another, not
from a handbook to a human (Denning, 2011). Organizations have to listen to the stories
of the customers because branding in the 21st century requires quick action. Branding in
the 21st century is as much about listening as it is about storytelling (Denning, 2011). In
the listening and storytelling, values are being transmitted.
Transmit Organizational Values
Leaders need to tell stories that are significant and share organizational values
(Baldoni, 2003). The stories should consistently convey the values of the organization
and should be told on a recurring basis (Baldoni, 2003). However, transmitting values is
one of the most difficult tasks for a leader (Denning, 2011). “Transmitting values is one
of the trickier management challenges. That is because it is easy to slip into moralizing
and dictating behavior” (Denning, 2011, p. 189). To combat this challenge, Denning
suggests using parables to make change. Parables have an infinite number of outcomes.
Parables should be told in a minimalist fashion. Unlike springboard stories, parables tend
to be imaginary narratives (Denning, 2011). Leaders use storytelling to transmit organizational values (Denning, 2011).
Leaders need to delineate the different types of organizations and how they view
values:
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● Robber barons: organizations that only value crushing the competition
(Denning, 2011).
● Hardball strategists: organizations that are one step below “robber barons”
and believe that organizationally the only things that matter must add to the
bottom line (Denning, 2011). Hardball strategists avoid stories about the heart.
● Pragmatists: organizations that view values as a central part of the organizational work (Denning, 2011). Having a set of core values is important to pragmatists (Denning, 2011).
● Genuinely ethical: organizations are driven explicitly by ethical values.
Genuinely ethical communities have three important components: trust,
loyalty, and solidarity. On the other hand, ethical transgressions fall into three
broad categories: deception, stealing, and harming (Howard & Korver, 2008).
It is important to distinguish personal from corporate values. “People have their
personal values and organizations have their corporate values” (Denning, 2011, p. 134).
Values are to be lived out in the organization. People are turned off by inconsistencies
between what is said and what is done in an organization (Denning, 2011). Organizations
have to uncover which values are operational and how to change those values (Denning,
2011). In figuring out right from wrong, organizations must determine their ethical foundations (Howard & Korver, 2008). When values are absent it is necessary to take action to
reestablish values and values are only established with action (Denning, 2011). Leaders
should tell stories that convey values and inspire their teams of people to work with one
another.
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Foster Collaboration
Teams can be defined as organizational groupings of people who are interdependent, share common goals, and coordinate their activities to accomplish goals
(Lencioni, 2011). The most important component of building a trusting team is for the
leader to model vulnerability (Lencioni, 2011). High performing teams have high levels
of trust (Lencioni, 2011). Teams have clear goals, appropriate leadership and membership, adequate resources, and supports (Denning, 2011). Leaders are unable to force
collaboration. Effective collaboration relies on shared values (Denning, 2011). Most
successful teams have a good understanding of the role they each play (DeRosa &
Lepsinger, 2010).
Leaders can drive collaborative teams to high levels of performance through
building trust and developing clarity around the shared organizational goals (DeRosa &
Lepsinger, 2010). Leaders that have mastered narrative storytelling drive high performing
collaborative teams to action (Denning, 2011). Leaders use narrative to make high performing teams create action when the following conditions exist: the work requires it,
people want it, technology makes it possible (Denning, 2011).
Collaborative teams may be propelled to action through stories. Springboard
stories are effective when working with teams. They leverage members of high performing teams to tell their stories. Stories can be used to set the tone and the direction of the
organization. Leaders can combine past stories with a desired future state (Denning,
2011). The message should be delivered by a trusted source to encourage the team to
develop their stories. Often these stories that teams share are knowledge stories.
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Share Knowledge
Sharing knowledge through stories is pervasive and remarkably mundane. Stories
are told to share organizational knowledge, which are not always interesting and therefore require work from the storyteller to make the stories come to life (Denning, 2011).
People will learn from positive stories. Knowledge that is shared through social modeling
and verbal transmission is more secure and durable than inductive processing alone (Hattie
& Yates, 2014). Knowledge stories should be told in context with detail, which is different than how springboard stories are told (Denning, 2011). Knowledge stories are told
about where the organization has been and where it is headed (Baldoni, 2003).
There are different types of knowledge sharing stories (Denning, 2011):
● Scapegoat story: assigns blame to an outside force.
● Victim story: assigns blame to themselves.
● Helplessness story: paints a picture of the organization being helpless to the
things that are happening around them.
● Knowledge story ‘official story’: stories that are accurate and told throughout the organization.
● Knowledge story ‘underground stories’: typically rumors and gossip and
most important for a leader to control.
Neutralize Rumor
The problem with underground conflict is that it is difficult to confront (Denning,
2011). Gossip and criticism pouring from the rumor mill is likely the normal organizational response to basic change (Denning, 2011). The grapevine is the most treacherous
after the change decision has been made.
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Negative rumors and gossip serve as social bond between employees. Positive and
negative stories are told repeatedly to maximize effect. The stories of an organization
reflect the overall organizational health. When there are rumors and gossip, that negatively reflects on the organization. Covert, or contested, stories are told in small groups
throughout the organization. A leader does not have the capability to stop these types of
stories from being told (Denning, 2011). Overt stories are shared throughout the organization. The role of the leader is to combat the covert stories that spread rumors and gossip.
In an effort to tame the grapevine, a leader can fight rumors and gossip with more
stories (Denning, 2011). Through these stories, leaders can use gentle satire and selfdeprecating humor to combat the rumor mill. However, leaders should not mock rumors
or gossip that is true. The workforce is a battleground of stories. The leader must tell
positive stories repeatedly to all stakeholders (Denning, 2011). Stories about shared
history and values can combat hostility in the organization (Baldoni, 2003). However,
this can only be done if the leader has taken the time to build the relationships (Baldoni,
2003). A leader must build rationale for change and help supporters to tell the story
(Denning, 2011). If there are bigger battles that need to be waged within the organization,
a leader may need to bring in hired public relations consultants to tame the grapevine and
promote the mission and vision of the organization.
Create and Share Vision
Leadership is undeniably connected to the future (Denning, 2011). Compelling
future stories are rare and hard to tell because the future in unknown and unpredictable
(Denning, 2011). Leaders can tell core stories to pass on a vision of the future (Deal &
Peterson, 2016). Too often we think of vision as something grasped from thin air; rather,
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vision emerges from experience and experimentation (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Leaders
must have an understanding of the current culture and health of the organization to be
able to effectively tell future stories (Denning, 2011).
Leaders need to bring together the team responsible for implementing the future
state (Denning, 2011). Stories should be told first of the near future (Denning, 2011).
Additionally, stories should be told from the past to help describe the future state (Denning,
2011). The story needs to remain simple and avoid clichés (Denning, 2011). Leaders need
to link the future to the current organizational mind-set. The ‘future story’ should be
evidenced in the conduct of the leader in all that they do. Denning’s framework for
effective storytelling should be of particular interest to school leaders as they work to
navigate more and more complex school systems.
Principals and Storytelling
A principal must develop and sustain focused direction in the face of competing
and complex demands internally and externally (Fullan, 2018). One description cannot
fully capture the nature of the role of school principal. Furthermore, principals are expected to run efficiently and manage school operations, innovate without upsetting, and
connect with students, staff, and families (Fullan, 2018). Principals have a worldview that
is focused on a much larger picture and the responsibilities of management become more
focused on the daily operations of the school building (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Leadership storytelling is emerging as more than a leadership tool for principals; rather it
describes a new type of leader (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
More alarming than the complex role of the principal is that workforce engagement has hit record lows over the past decade (Crowley, 2011). According to a 2016
Gallup report, only one in three people are engaged in their work. When the people in an
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organization are not engaged, there cannot be an expectation to make positive or transformational change. Leaders that have clarity around their purpose inspire people to
action (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Teachers must believe that their school leader
has their best interest in mind (Peterson, DeSimone, Desmond, Zahn, & Morote, 2017).
The most difficult task of a school administrator is to build trust and focus on the
development of collective wisdom (Peterson et al., 2017). Additionally, Lortie (2009)
notes that principals do not have enough time in the day to get done all that is expected of
them. One concern in the rigidity of the school schedule, the length of the school day, and
school year are all time barriers for school administrators (Lortie 2009).
The Role of the Principal
The role of an elementary school principal is complex and principals continue to
find themselves underprepared to deal with all aspects of school leadership (DuFour,
DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2010; Fullan, 2018). Principals must be one part lawyer,
one part counselor, and fearless (Samuels, 2018). Principals must also address the growing mental health issues affecting students while protecting their own mental health and
avoiding compassion fatigue (Harper, 2019). Principals are tasked with doing all of this
and to continually develop and maintain a safe and positive school culture where students
can thrive (Shafer, 2018). School principals find themselves underprepared to deal with
all aspects of school leadership (DuFour et al., 2010).
Principal as Storyteller
Stories can provide principals a rationale for what is going on in their schools
(Patterson et al., 2012). Boal and Schultz (2007) stated that storytelling is a powerful way
of communicating that makes outsiders feel like insiders by giving them an inside look
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into the organization. Orr and Bennett (2017) added that leaders and followers co-create
meaning through their interconnected relationships and storytelling. Schools, as successful organizations, will rely on communication and innovation to thrive (Suh et al., 2018).
Storytelling happens blindingly fast (Grenny et al., 2013). Principals must know the current
story that their school is telling before they embark on a new storytelling journey. Every
stakeholder that visits your school walks away with a story to tell. Everything taken in by
the senses weaves together to tell a story (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
One of the options a principal has is to conduct a story audit. A story audit is
when a school administrator walks from classroom to classroom with different stakeholders to get different points of view. Different points of view are ascertained by asking
for stakeholders to tell you stories (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Principals can use stories to pull stakeholders into the educational change through
motivation and creating conditions that allow for choice. Principals need to create the
context around the need for change. This happens by taking every opportunity to create a
strong ‘why’ (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). After context is built, it is important to
create a vision pitch that can be given to anyone, anywhere, at any time (Gallagher &
Thordarson, 2018). After the vision is created the principal will create the conditions for
change but will not necessarily be a dominant player (Fullan, 2018). The story starts with
a big idea and has pitch points throughout the story (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Principals should expect resistance when they begin to tell stories about a future state
(Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Social media is a tool that needs to be utilized by school administrators, but is
often not, because too often we see social media being used incorrectly (Gallagher &
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Thordarson, 2018). Stories should include the voices of all stakeholders, but especially
the voices of students and parents (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Principals can free
staff from boundaries which allow them to more organically help tell the story of the
school (Fullan, 2018).
Summary
In Patrick Lencioni’s The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (2002), he describes trust,
fear of conflict, lack of commitment, avoidance of accountability, and inattention to results
as barriers to successful organizations. One of Lencioni’s suggestions to combat these
dysfunctions is to take time at the end of each meeting to craft a story that the team will
share out at the end of the session. Myth, mission, and purpose give generalized guidance
to what people are working towards on a daily basis (Deal & Peterson, 2016). The stories
we tell ourselves and the stories we tell each other come in a variety of shapes and sizes,
but should all carry the same overall vision and message (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Principals need to gather their team around the educational campfire and tell stories about
their school (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Over the years, stories of a school’s successes and
failures become part of the school lore (Deal & Peterson, 2016).
In Denning’s 2011 Leader’s Guide to Storytelling, he outlines how storytelling
can combat all of the challenges and barriers facing elementary school principals. Story
responds to our human curiosity to know and understand that the world is connected
(Denning, 2011). “Through story, we can put an end to worry, the fever, and the fret of
trying to live instrumentally. Finally, we can simply be” (Denning, 2011, p. 289).
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Chapter III is a review of the methodology used in the study, which identified and
described storytelling narratives used by exemplary elementary school principals to lead
and to make transformational change. This study also evaluated how elementary school
principals intentionally worked to create the conditions for transformational change through
storytelling. Roberts (2010) outlines how the methodology chapter is laid out and describes
in great detail how a study is conducted.
Roberts (2010) continues, chapter III begins with the purpose statement and research
questions. Next, the qualitative research design is described. There is a description of the
population to be studied, and the methodology used to determine the sample population.
Chapter III then reviews in detail the research instruments used, the methods of data
collection, and the methods of data analysis. The assumptions and limitations of the study
and the ethical procedures used to safeguard the human subjects who voluntarily participated in the research study are also outlined in this chapter. The chapter concludes with a
final summary of the overall methodology used in the research study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand and describe how
exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead organizations using
Denning’s eight narrative patterns (ignite action and implement new ideas; build trust;
build your organization’s brand; transmit organizational values; foster collaboration;
share knowledge; neutralize rumor; create and share vision). In addition, it was the purpose
to understand how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create
transformational change in organizations.
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Central Research Questions
How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through
storytelling using Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns?
Sub Questions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to ignite action
and implement new ideas?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build trust?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build the
organization’s brand?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to transmit
organizational values?
5. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to foster
collaboration?
6. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to share
knowledge?
7. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to neutralize
rumor?
8. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to create and
share vision?
9. How do exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create
transformational change in their organizations?
Research Design
Research designs are selected based on the nature of the study (Roberts, 2010).
Based on the nature of this study, a qualitative and phenomenological approach was used.
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The study focused on describing how elementary school principals use stories to lead
their organizations and make transformational change. While this study focused on elementary school principals, it is part of a larger study that included human resource and
healthcare professionals.
Research studies are often conducted using qualitative and quantitative methods.
Different studies call for different approaches to research. Quantitative methods are
defined by the data collected being quantifiable and open to statistical analysis (Patten,
2012). While quantitative data focuses on statistical analysis, qualitative data is analyzed
through informed judgment (Patten, 2012). The data collected in a qualitative study is
used to identify themes, patterns, and trends (Patten, 2012).
Creswell (2008) contends that there are three different genres of research that will
produce scientific results. They are qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method studies.
The scientific inquiry begins with a problem statement and then the researcher formulates
a question, which will be answered through collecting and analyzing data (Creswell, 2008).
The thematic team considered all three methods as options for this study.
Quantitative Research
The distinguishing characteristic of quantitative research is that researchers gather
data in such a way that it allows for the data to be quantifiable. The results of quantitative
research are presented as quantities or numbers (Patten, 2012). The numbers produced
through a quantitative research study are then subjected to statistical analysis and are
tested for validity (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012).
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Qualitative Research
The distinguishing characteristic of quantitative research is that researchers gather
data in such a way that it allows for the data to be quantifiable. The results of quantitative
research are presented as quantities or numbers (Patten, 2012). The numbers produced
through a quantitative research study are then subjected to statistical analysis and are tested
for validity (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012).
Qualitative research designs are generally exploratory in nature and are at heart a
deep look at a central phenomenon (Creswell, 2008). Researchers gather data to the
central phenomenon that must be analyzed through informed judgment (Patten, 2012).
Qualitative studies look to gain an understanding of the major and minor themes that
emerge from participant interviews and perspectives (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Qualitative research looks to provide a voice for the study participants (Creswell, 2016).
The goal of a qualitative study is to gain an understanding of underlying reasons, opinions,
and insights into the central phenomenon. Qualitative research questions are exploratory
in nature and usually start with ‘what’ or ‘why’ (Flipp, 2014). Qualitative research questions are used to explore the meaning of a people’s purpose (Flipp, 2014). Qualitative
studies are also used to determine the meaning of culture and the issues facing those people.
Mixed Method Design
While quantitative and qualitative studies have their own unique characteristics, it
is possible to combine them into one study (Roberts, 2010). When the combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods is used, it is referred to as a mixed method design.
Mixed method designs combine both qualitative and quantitative characteristics in one
study. For example, a researcher may ask closed-ended questions to produce quantitative
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data and open-ended questions to produce qualitative data (Patten, 2012). The ability of a
mixed method study to combine the ‘why’ produced by a qualitative research with the
possible ‘what’ of a quantitative study adds depth and breadth to the study results
(Roberts, 2010).
Rationale. Elementary school principals as storytellers was the central phenomenon
being studied in this report. In an effort to provide a voice for the participants, a qualitative approach was selected. Creswell (2016) states that qualitative research allows the
researcher to see how a process unfolds and, if done correctly, will allow the researcher
to gain a complex understanding of the phenomenon. Therefore, a qualitative design was
the best fit to explore this phenomenon. Qualitative research tells the story from the
viewpoint of the participants and provides rich descriptive information (Roberts, 2010).
Additionally, a phenomenological study was chosen as the most appropriate
method. Phenomenology seeks to gain a deep understanding of the nature of ordinary
experiences (Patton, 2015). By using a phenomenological approach to the study, the
researcher will be able to find common themes to gain a better understanding of how
exemplary elementary leaders use storytelling to lead and make transformational change.
Population
Creswell (2003) describes a population as a collection of individuals that are part
of a larger group with shared characteristics. A population in research is a group of individuals that conform to a specific set of criteria and to which the researcher intends to
generalize the results of the research (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The larger population for this study was 1,903 elementary school principals in Michigan.
Elementary school principals are a unique subset of school administrators with the
challenges that they face. The role of an elementary school principal is to provide the
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strategic direction of the school. Elementary principals implement district-adopted standardized curricula, assess teaching methods, monitor student achievement, encourage
parent involvement, revise policies and procedures, administer the budget, hire and
evaluate staff, and oversee facilities. Additionally, elementary school principals lead
schools that are the first experience in formal education for students. Elementary schools
often become the initial filters for educational and behavioral challenges with students.
Finally, recently the state of Michigan added another layer of complexity to the role of
the elementary school principal when it passed the Read By Grade Three Law (Michigan’s
Read by Grade Three Law, 2016). This law requires all children who are one year or
more behind in reading at the end of the third grade to be retained. The principal is
charged with maintaining high student achievement by providing curricular and instructional leadership while working collaborative with other school staff.
Target Population
A target population for a study is the entire set of individuals chosen from the
overall population for which the study data are to be used to make inferences. The target
population defines the population to which the findings are meant to be generalized. It is
important that target populations are clearly identified for the purposes of research study
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). It is typically not feasible, due to time or cost constraints, to study large groups; therefore, the researcher chooses population samples from
within a larger group. The target population was identified as principals from regions 4,
5, 9, and 12 that are part of the Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals
Association (MEMSPA). MEMSPA is an optional organization for school administrators
to take part in. In the selected regions of MEMSPA there are 601 possible candidates to
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participate in this study. The target population was identified as 601 elementary school
principals who are part of MEMSPA regions 4, 5, 9, and 12. These regions were selected
based on geographic convenience to the researcher to conduct face-to-face interviews.
Sample
The sample is a group of participants in a study selected from the population from
which the researcher intends to generalize. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010),
sampling is selecting a “group of individuals from whom data are collected” (p. 129).
Similarly, Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined a sample as a subset of the target
population representing the whole population.
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), purposeful sampling is when the
researcher “selects a sample that is representative of the population or that includes subjects with needed characteristics” (p. 138). Purposeful sampling was chosen as the method
of sample selection based on the criteria used for exemplary leaders.
For this study the broader category was elementary school principals, or more
accurately, exemplary elementary school principals. The purposive sample for this study
was ten exemplary elementary school principals in West Michigan. Merchant, Ford, and
Sargeant (2010) added that purposive sampling allows the researcher to identify themes
from smaller groups of participants and generalize those themes to the larger population.
The intent of qualitative research is not to generalize from a sample to a population but to learn from a few people and study them closely in their natural setting (Creswell,
2008). Creswell (2008) states that six to twenty-five participants is appropriate for a qualitative study. For purposes of this study, the sample was taken from the target population
from the selected MEMSPA regions 4, 5, 9 and 12. Figure 1 represents the population,
the target population, and the sample population. The sample for this qualitative study
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included 10 elementary school principals leading and supporting elementary schools in
West Michigan.

Population:
Elementary School
Principals in
Michigan

601 Elementary
Principals

Target: Elementary
school principals in
MEMSPA regions 4,
5, 9 & 12

Sample: Exemplary
Elementary school
principals in
MEMPSA regions 4,
5, 9, & 12

1,903
Michigan Elementary
School Principals

10 Principals

Figure 1. Population, Target Population, and Study Sample
Participants from the target population fit the description of “exemplary” as
defined by the thematic group and faculty advisors, if they met at least four of the
following six criteria:
1. Evidence of successfully leading an elementary school;
2. A minimum of five years of experience as an elementary school principal;
3. Articles, papers, or written materials published, or presented at conferences on
topics related to being an elementary school principal;
4. Recognition by their peers as a leader in the field of elementary education;
5. Membership in MEMSPA; and
6. Support from another MEMSPA member, region president, or member of the
executive board.
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The following process was implemented to select the study participants:
1. A phone call was placed to the Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals Association (MEMSPA). The purpose of the phone call was to describe the
research study, review the exemplary leadership criteria, and ask for their support in
completing the study.
2. A subsequent email was sent to the region presidents of MEMSPA regions 4, 5,
9, and 12 to ask for a list of potential candidates for the study that met the study criteria
(Appendix A).
3. The potential candidates provided by the region presidents were reviewed by
the researcher to ensure that they met the criteria for the study. Social media, school
websites, and the MEMSPA website were all used to verify that the candidates met the
requirements for the study.
4. When verification of elementary school principals who met the exemplary
criteria was received, the leader was placed on a list. Each of the verified potential
principals was sent an invitation email that described the research study, along with the
purpose, procedures and risk involved (Appendix B). The first 10 elementary school
principals to confirm participation were selected for research. Interviews began immediately after eligible participants confirmed their involvement.
5. The researcher presented a high-level overview of the study to 10 exemplary
elementary school principals. The administrators attended face-to-face meetings with the
researcher and the criteria for the study was reviewed.
6. Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with the school leaders who
met the criteria of an exemplary leader (Appendix C).
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Instrumentation
When conducting qualitative research, often the researcher is known as the instrument (Patten, 2012; Patton, 2015). When the researcher is being used as an instrument in
a qualitative study, Pezalla, Pettigrew, and Miller-Day (2012) contended that the unique
personalities, characteristics, and interview techniques of the researcher may influence
data collection. Therefore, the study may contain some biases depending on how the
researcher influenced the interviewee during the qualitative interviews. The researcher
completed the National Institutes of Health training on “Protecting Human Research
Participants” (Appendix D).
For this study, the researcher was employed as an instrument for data collection.
The researcher is an elementary school principal in western Michigan and, therefore, the
researcher has a potential for bias. Qualitative interviews with each of the research participants were conducted. The interviews were conducted face-to-face, and were recorded
and transcribed using Zoom video communication software provided by Brandman
University.
The thematic team decided to use the eight narrative patterns laid out by Denning
(2011) as the theoretical framework for this study. From there the team developed interview questions that tied back to the eight narrative patterns of storytelling. The interview
questions developed would allow the respondents to provide their voice to the phenomenon
being studied. The questions were reviewed by faculty and feedback was provided by a
process observer during field tests.
Interview question probes were developed. Interview question probes are designed
to allow the interviewee to elaborate on the points that they are making (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Probing questions allow the researcher to develop a more complex
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understanding of the eight narrative patterns which exemplary elementary school principals use to lead and make transformational change.
The three peer researchers and two faculty advisors finalized the semi-structured
interview and probing questions. A protocol was developed to be shared by the researcher
prior to each semi-structured interview. The protocol was designed to be shared conversationally with the interviewees.
Field Test
Field testing is the simulation of the formal data collection process to resolve
problems with data collection instruments and methodology before the official research is
conducted (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). A form was developed by the researcher for
the field test participant to provide feedback on the questions (Appendix E). Additionally, a
process observer was chosen to provide feedback on the process (Appendix F). The
process observer was identified as an expert researcher by having completed a qualitative
research study.
Field tests allow the researcher to have increased confidence in the reliability and
validity of the instruments (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Field test interviews were
conducted by the researcher with elementary school principals that met the exemplary
criteria, but are not part of the study.
Validity
Various procedures are used to verify the validity of the instrument being used in
a study and the accuracy of findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Triangulation of data,
member checking, clarifying bias, time spent in the field, and using external auditors are
just a few ways that this study will ensure the validity of the findings (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Studies that lack validity fail to address the central phenomenon that
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was being studied (Patten, 2012). Therefore, it is important to have validity procedures in
place when conducting a qualitative study.
Procedures used in qualitative research to check for trustworthiness and credibility of findings include triangulation, member checking, clarifying bias, spending time
in the field, using peer debriefing and external auditors (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Roberts, 2010). Methods employed in this study to
increase the validity of data included multi-method strategies, multiple researchers, and
participant review.
Three thematic peer researchers created, revised, and field tested the instrument.
Two faculty expert advisors guided the thematic team and provided expert validation
with the instrument and protocol. Both faculty advisors have extensive experience as
superintendents, have presented at conferences and symposiums on the topic, in addition
to collectively having more than 20 years’ experience as researchers.
Reliability
Internal Reliability
A study is said to be reliable if it yields results that are consistent each time it is
implemented (Patten, 2012). Roberts (2010) adds that reliability is the degree to which an
instrument accurately records meaning between tests. The study instrument was tested,
verifying the alignment of purpose, defining of variable, and central research questions.
Faculty advisors for this study were instrumental in guiding the team in understanding the
importance of harmonizing the elements and ensuring study alignment.
Intercoder Reliability
Intercoder reliability is a process used to make sure that individuals coding the
data all separately arrive at the same conclusions (Creswell, 2016). Intercoder reliability
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is a method for researchers to verify the emerging themes that the researcher identified
while coding the data. The use of an intercoder is to ensure that the data collected is
reliable. Patton (2015) would argue that there must be multiple researchers coding the
data to verify the validity of the findings. Ten percent of the data is reviewed by a peer
researcher. An agreement of 80% should be reached in the data analysis to ensure
reliability. The use of an intercoder also adds to the rigor and sophistication of the
findings because multiple researchers validated the resulting data (Creswell, 2016).
Data Collection
Qualitative research uses data that is descriptive. The three kinds of qualitative
data are interviews, observations and fieldwork, and documents (Patton, 2015). The data
for this study were collected via interviews, observations, and artifacts. Prior to data collection, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was essential to assure participant
confidentiality and safety (Yin, 2009). Each participant who agreed to participate received
a copy of the Brandman University Bill of Rights (Appendix G), the Institutional Review
Board Informed Consent (Appendix H), and an email confirming the time and location of
the interview. Data for this phenomenological study were collected from 10 exemplary
elementary principals through face-to-face or virtual interviews, observations and artifacts.
Field notes were stored in the researcher’s password-protected computer.
Interview Process
Patten (2012) notes the importance of developing an interview protocol. The
interview protocol should include directions for administering the interview, the interview questions, and probing questions. The interview questions will be pilot tested as
Patten (2012) suggests (Appendix I). The interview protocol allows the researcher to
have the opportunity to ask open-ended questions that will lead to a greater understanding
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of the phenomenon being studied (Patton, 2015). The first few questions that are asked
should be about establishing rapport (Patten, 2012).
Prior to agreeing to the interview, the study participants each signed Brandman
University’s Institutional Review Board Research Bill of Rights and the Informed
Consent. The ten exemplary elementary school principals that agreed to participate were
provided the 18 semi-structured interview questions. Semi-structured means that the
researcher has the flexibility to ask more than the predetermined questions. Before the
interview, the researcher did a high level overview for the study participants.
The interviews were to be conducted face-to-face, depending on the availability of
the interviewees. One of the ten interviews was conducted over Zoom, due to scheduling
and geography issues. Elementary principals were in their professional worksites for the
interviews. The interviews were audio recorded and handwritten notes reflected nonverbal behaviors including body language and facial expressions. Audio recordings were
saved on a password-protected computer.
Observations
Field observation notes will be taken during site visits to participants’ schools.
Observations of staff meetings, individual staff and parent interactions, interactions with
students, and the general school setting were documented through field notes. Additionally, notes were taken of both verbal and non-verbal interactions. The purpose of the field
notes is to increase the breadth and depth of the data collected. They are also used to
triangulate the data. Patton (2015) states that observational data and fieldwork allow the
inquirer to “see things that may routinely escape awareness among the people in the
setting” (p. 333). Furthermore, observers may represent participants in their own world
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and ask general questions to allow them to freely provide views (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Patton, 2015).
Artifacts
Artifacts will be collected to triangulate the data. Participants will be asked to
provide artifacts to support their use of the eight narrative patterns in leading and making
transformational change. Patton (2015) contends that artifacts serve as additional sources
of information that can verify the claims being made by the study participants. Additionally, the researcher will collect artifacts during the site visit, such as pictures, agendas,
and other school materials. The researcher will also use social media posts, school
websites, and other readily available digital resources about the principal participant.
Data Analysis
Data analysis is the point in the research study that the researcher interprets what
is contained in the text (Creswell, 2016). Furthermore, the intent of data analysis in a
qualitative study is to take the raw data collected and work up to codes. In this study, the
researcher will synthesize ten hours of interviews, observation notes, and artifacts collected
during the study of ten exemplary elementary school principals.
The data analysis starts with the raw accumulation of data. From there, the
researcher will use the data analysis software NVIVO. NVIVO allows the researcher to
store the data securely, search through a database of stored evidence, and help support
codes and themes. Creswell (2016) highly recommends that all qualitative researchers use
a data analysis program to code the data.
Frequency tables will be used as part of this study to report out data. Frequency is
a measure of the number of occurrences of a particular score in a given set of data (Patten,
2012). Frequency tables are used as a way to organize raw data into a single and easy-to72

interpret table. The frequency table displays a series of scores in ascending or descending
order, together with their frequencies or the number of times each score occurs in the
respective data set. Displaying frequency in qualitative data in addition to narratives
provides a quick and visible summary of data.
Coding the Data
In short, coding is the ability to take transcribed text data and make sense of it
(Creswell, 2016). Creswell (2016) notes the importance of the researcher being able to
properly code the data. Patton (2015) would add that data coding is the researcher’s
ability to recognize patterns and themes that emerge from the data. Data can be coded by
hand or through data coding software. For the purpose of this study the researcher will
use both methods to code the data.
Interviews, observations, and artifact data were reviewed to determine underlying
meanings. From there, topics were identified and clustered into similar categories.
Abbreviated codes were assigned to each topic and organized again to see if themes
emerged. The researcher then interprets the themes and validates the data.
Limitations
The limitations of this study were geography, time, and the researcher as the
instrument. According to Roberts (2010), limitations to a study are restrictions that may
negatively affect the researcher and their ability to generalize the results. Generalizations
of the central phenomenon are limited to the participants’ lived experiences (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Roberts, 2010).
Time
Time was a limitation of the study. Elementary school principals are extremely
busy with day-to-day operations, meeting the needs of students and staff, and attending to
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a variety of needs around the building each day. Each interview was limited to 60
minutes. However, additional time was spent with each exemplary elementary school
principal to record observation data.
Geography
The study examined exemplary elementary principals in West Michigan who are
part of the Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals Association (MEMSPA).
Data collection for the study was limited by the proximity of the researcher to study
participants. The researcher works in West Michigan. The researcher performed face-toface interviews in West Michigan while intentionally performing site visits during the
work week, when time and conditions allowed. However, if participants requested, a
virtual interview was conducted.
Researcher as Instrument of Study
One limitation on this qualitative study was the use of the researcher as an instrument. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) assert that researchers may have bias based on
their personal experience. For this study, this limitation applies as the researcher is an
elementary school principal; therefore, there is a potential for bias. To counter this bias,
interview questions were developed by the thematic peer researcher and faculty advisors
to mitigate potential bias.
Summary
A phenomenological research study was used to describe the lived experiences of
exemplary elementary principals who tell stories using Denning’s (2011) eight narrative
patterns of storytelling. Chapter III included the purpose, research questions, research
design, study population sample criteria, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis,
and limitations. Chapter IV provides detailed descriptions of the data and research find74

ings. Finally, Chapter V summarizes the findings, conclusions and recommendations for
further research.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on how exemplary
elementary school principals use storytelling to lead and create transformational change
in their schools. Exemplary leaders were selected by the researcher from various elementary schools from across Michigan. The researcher interviewed ten exemplary elementary
school principals to describe how they lead their organization through storytelling and
transformational change using each of the eight narrative patterns outlined in The Leader’s
Guide to Storytelling (Denning, 2011) and transformational change.
The purpose, research questions, methodology, data collection procedures, and
population and sample are summarized prior to the presentation of data in Chapter IV.
This chapter also includes a detailed report of the findings of the research study as clearly
and succinctly as possible.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand and describe
how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead organizations using
Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns (ignite action and implement new ideas; build
trust; build your organization’s brand; transmit organizational values; foster collaboration; share knowledge; neutralize rumor; create and share vision). In addition, it was the
purpose to understand how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to
create transformational change in organizations.
Central Research Question and Sub Questions
How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through
storytelling using Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns?
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Sub Questions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to ignite action
and implement new ideas?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build trust?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build the
organization’s brand?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to transmit
organizational values?
5. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to foster collaboration?
6. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to share knowledge?
7. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to neutralize rumor?
8. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to create and
share vision?
9. How do exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create transformational change in their organizations?
Population
Creswell (2003) describes a population as a collection of individuals who are part
of a larger group with shared characteristics. A population in research is a group of individuals that conform to a specific set of criteria and to which the researcher intends to
generalize the results of the research (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The larger population for this study was 1,903 elementary school principals in Michigan. As this population
was too extensive for a single study, the population was limited to elementary school
principals in West Michigan. The target population was identified as principals from
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regions 4, 5, 9, and 12 that are part of the Michigan Elementary and Elementary School
Principals Association (MEMSPA). MEMSPA is an optional organization for school
administrators to take part in. In the selected regions of MEMSPA, there are 601 possible
candidates to participate in this study. The target population was identified as 601 elementary school principals who are part of MEMSPA regions 4, 5, 9, and 12. These regions
were selected based on geographic convenience to the researcher to conduct face-to-face
interviews.
Study Sample
The sample is a group of participants in the study selected from the population for
which the researcher intends to generalize. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010),
sampling is selecting a “group of individuals from whom data are collected” (p. 129).
Similarly, Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined a sample as a subset of the target
population representing the whole population.
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), purposeful sampling is when the
researcher “selects a sample that is representative of the population or that includes subjects
with needed characteristics” (p. 138). Purposeful sampling was chosen as the method of
sample selection based on the criteria used to select the exemplary elementary school
principals.
The intent of qualitative research is not to generalize from a sample to a population but to learn from a few people and study them closely in their natural setting
(Creswell, 2008). Creswell (2008) states that six to twenty-five participants is appropriate
for a qualitative study. For purposes of this study, the sample was taken from the target
population from the selected MEMSPA regions 4, 5, 9 and 12. The sample for this quali-
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tative study included 10 elementary school principals leading and supporting elementary
schools in West Michigan.
Participants from the target population fit the description of “exemplary” as defined
by the thematic group and faculty advisors, if they met at least four of the following six
criteria:
1. Evidence of successfully leading an elementary school;
2. A minimum of five years of experience as an elementary school principal;
3. Articles, papers, or written materials published, or presented at conferences on
topics related to being an elementary school principal;
4. Recognition by their peers as a leader in the field of elementary education;
5. Membership in MEMSPA; and
6. Support from another MEMSPA member, region president, or member of the
executive board.
Research Methodology and Data Collection
Elementary school principals as storytellers is the central phenomenon being
studied in this report. In an effort to provide a voice for the participants, a qualitative
approach was selected. Creswell (2016) states that qualitative research allows the
researcher to see how a process unfolds and, if done correctly, will allow the researcher
to gain a complex understanding of the phenomenon. Therefore, a qualitative design was
the best fit to explore this phenomenon. Qualitative research tells the story from the viewpoint of the participants and provides rich descriptive information (Roberts, 2010).
Additionally, a phenomenological study was chosen as the most appropriate
method. Phenomenology seeks to gain a deep understanding of the nature of ordinary
experiences (Patton, 2015). By using a phenomenological approach to the study, the
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researcher will be able to find common themes to gain a better understanding of how
exemplary elementary leaders use storytelling to lead and make transformational change.
In-person interviews were conducted with 9 of the 10 exemplary elementary
school principals and one was completed over Zoom. Additionally, observations were
conducted with 5 of the exemplary elementary principals. Finally, artifacts were collected
from all 10 exemplary elementary school principals. A total of 30 artifacts were collected.
However, the interviews served as the primary data that was collected for this study,
while the observations and artifacts were used for data triangulation.
The interview protocol (Appendix C) was collaboratively developed by a team of
peer researchers with faculty input and included 18 open-ended questions. There were
two questions for each of the 8 narrative patterns of storytelling identified by Denning
and two questions about transformational change. Prior to conducting interviews, a field
test was conducted that included a process observer. Feedback was provided by the
process observer and changes were made to the protocol based on the feedback. Nine
interviews were conducted in person and one was conducted virtually through Zoom.
Nine interviews were conducted in the office of the interviewee and one interview was
conducted at a local coffee shop. The interviews lasted from 30 minutes to 70 minutes.
All of the interviews were audio recorded by multiple devices.
Observations were conducted with 5 principals. The observations occurred in
school buildings, at conferences, in staff meetings, and at community meetings. The
observations were conducted before and after interviews. Additionally, 30 artifacts were
collected. Artifacts were gathered directly from participants and included photos that
were taken in school buildings, school websites, social media posts, newsletters, and blog
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posts. The observations and artifacts were used to triangulate the data that was collected
in the interviews.
Study Participants
All study participants met the qualifications for an exemplary leader as identified
by the thematic team. Each of the participants is a current public elementary school principal and a few had previous private and charter school experience. Each participant was
assigned a unique code to ensure their confidentiality. There is no identifying information
about the principal, the school they work for, or their district office. Table 2 identifies the
demographic data of the respondents. Of the 10 participants, 8 were male and 2 were
female. All study participants have been in education for a minimum of 10 years. Study
participants ranged in age from 33 to 59. The participants were all current or former
elementary school principals that oversaw schools with grade levels from DK-6th grade
and student populations that ranged from 200-600. The exemplary elementary school
principals represented Title I schools, non-Title I schools, and a wide range of diversity,
both cultural and economic, on their campuses.
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Table 2
Research Participant Demographics
Study
Participant

Gender

Age bracket

Total school
population

1

Female

40-49

600

2

Male

40-49

600

3

Male

50-59

600

4

Male

40-49

400

5

Male

50-59

*350

6

Female

40-49

*400

7

Male

40-49

*400

8

Male

30-39

*250

9

Male

40-49

350

10

Male

40-49

350

* indicates Title I school
Table 3 identifies study participants and their qualifications for the study. Participants had to meet four of the six characteristics listed to meet the exemplary criteria. All
participants met at least four of the characteristics with four participants meeting all six
requirements.
Presentation and Data Analysis
Chapter IV findings were developed from the data that was produced through the
interviews, observations, and artifacts. These findings highlight the lived experiences of
exemplary elementary school principals in relation to Steve Denning’s 8 narrative patterns
that were highlighted in The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling (2011) and transformational
change.
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Table 3
Exemplary Principal Criteria

Study
MEMSPA
Participant membership

Five years
experience
as an
elementary
school
principal

Recommen
dation from
Articles,
MEMSPA
papers,
member,
published
region
materials on president,
being an
executive
elementary board
principal
member

Recognition
by peers as a
successful
elementary
principal

Evidence
of
successful
leadership

1

x

x

x

x

x

x

2

x

x

x

x

x

x

3

x

x

x

x

x

4

x

x

x

x

x

5

x

x

x

x

x

6

x

x

x

x

x

7

x

x

x

x

x

8

x

x

x

x

9

x

x

x

x

x

x

10

x

x

x

x

x

x

Data Analysis
All of the interviews were recorded using the Temi App on the Apple iPhone.
Additionally, a Sony recorder was used as a backup audio recorder. The interviews were
transcribed by the Temi App and reviewed for accuracy. The data was then uploaded to
NVivo. NVivo is a qualitative coding software. The researcher analyzed emergent themes
that developed from the data. The themes were categorized in codes following the eight
narrative patterns produced by Denning and transformational change. The codes include:
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ignite action and new ideas, build trust, build brand, transmit organizational values, foster
collaboration, share knowledge, neutralize rumor, create and share vision, and creating
transformational change. When coding was completed, the strength of each theme was
analyzed by the researcher based on the frequency of the codes tallied.
Reliability
A study is said to be reliable if it yields results that are consistent each time it is
implemented (Patten, 2012). Roberts (2010) adds that reliability is the degree to which an
instrument accurately records meaning between tests. The study instrument was tested,
verifying the alignment of purpose, defining of variable, and central research questions.
Faculty advisors for this study were instrumental in guiding the team in understanding the
importance of harmonizing the elements and ensuring study alignment.
Intercoder reliability is a process used to make sure that individuals coding the
data all separately arrive at the same conclusions (Creswell, 2016). Intercoder reliability
is a method for researchers to verify the emerging themes that the researcher identified
while coding the data. The use of an intercoder is to ensure that the data collected is
reliable. Patton (2015) would argue that there must be multiple researchers coding the
data to verify the validity of the findings. An agreement of 80% should be reached in the
data analysis to ensure reliability. The use of an intercoder also adds to the rigor and
sophistication of the findings because multiple researchers validated the resulting data
(Creswell, 2016).
The 10 semi-structured interviews were the primary data that was collected; however, observations and artifacts were collected to support findings. A peer researcher
independently coded 10% of the data. This independent review used the same process as
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the primary researcher. The secondary coding of the data produced over an 80% agreement, thus making the research reliable.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
The central research question asked, “How do exemplary elementary school
principals lead their organizations through storytelling using Denning’s (2011) eight
narrative patterns?”
The presentation and analysis of data in this chapter were obtained qualitatively
through face-to-face personal interviews with ten identified exemplary elementary school
principals, observations, and artifacts. The findings from the interviews, observations,
and artifacts are reported below in relation to how they answered each of the research
questions. There was a central research question along with eight sub-questions.
The coding process resulted in 24 themes with 1,185 frequencies across all data
sources. The calculation of frequencies included the observation data, artifacts, and the
interviews. Figure 2 details the number of themes that emerged from each element of leadership storytelling. Ignite action and implement new ideas produced four themes. Build
trust, build brand, transmit values, and foster collaboration each produced three themes.
Share knowledge, neutralize rumor, create and share vision, and transformational change
each produced two themes. Combined, the coding process revealed 24 themes. Figure 2
below represents the number of total themes that emerged from each element of leadership storytelling.
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Figure 2. Number of Themes in Each Element of Leadership Storytelling
Figure 3 represents the number of frequencies that each theme appeared was also
analyzed. Transmit values had the greatest number of references with 244, which accounted
for 20.6% of the coded data. Ignite action and implement new ideas had the second most
with 228 references, which accounted for 19.2% of the coded data. Building brand had
193 references and 16.3% of the coded content, while foster collaboration had 130 references and accounted for 11% of the coded data. Share vision accounted for 109 references
and 9.2% of the coded data. Share knowledge had 91 references which was 7.7% of the
coded data. Building trust was 7.1% of the coded data with 84 references. Neutralize
rumor and transformational change had the fewest number of coded references with 52
and 54, respectively. Neutralize rumors accounted for 4.4% of the coded data and transformational change accounted for 4.6% of the coded data. Figure 3 outlines the percentage
number of coded references that appeared within each theme.
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Figure 3. Number of Frequencies in Each Element of Leadership Storytelling
Sub Question 1: How do exemplary human resources administrators use stories to
ignite action and implement new ideas?
To ignite action and implement new ideas means how vision and ideas are generated within an organization through stories. These stories are used to inspire stakeholders and focus on what is important to success. The broader view of the future that is
created through stories produces meaning and motivates others to act (Baldoni, 2003;
Denning, 2011).
Table 4 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Ignite action and implement new ideas produced four distinct
themes and had 228 references. The themes that emerged are teamwork stories, purpose
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and why stories, embracing the future stories, and stories about inclusive environments
and diversity. See Table 4 for more details.
Table 4
Ignite Action and New Ideas
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Teamwork stories

53

3

4

60

Purpose and why stories

49

4

7

60

Embracing the future

47

2

5

54

Inclusive environment
and diversity

45

3

6

54

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts

Teamwork stories. This theme emerged 60 references, representing 26% of the
coded content for ignite action and implement new ideas. “Asking people to stop doing
the things they know and love doing and start doing things that they do not know much
about amounts to asking them to adopt new identities” (Denning, 2011, p. 60). When
exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to ignite action and implement
new ideas, they often refer to stories about teamwork and how through their collective
action they can make changes in their schools.
One participant told a story about how “ordinary people can accomplish extraordinary things” through teamwork. Another participant shared that “teamwork stories
provided staff the opportunity to voice their dreams and ideas for their kids, in order to
connect those dots for students” to ignite action and implement new ideas. These teamwork stories allowed the principals to share about “new opportunities.” Another
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participant shared stories about how teamwork allowed the staff “to imagine and dream
together.” Another participant shared that they tell the story of the famous speech by the
legendary University of Michigan coach Bo Schembechler about, “the team, the team, the
team.” It is all about the collective efficacy of the team and how to make change in schools.
Individually we can only do so much, but “as a team we can chase greatness.” The participant added about the story they tell, “we are not a team because we work together, we
are a team, because we respect and learn from one another.”
Teamwork stories were also evident in artifacts and observations of the exemplary
elementary school principals. One observation of a study participant included them telling a teamwork story about how their team ignited action when a young student’s home
burned to the ground. The story of this student’s situation led the staff, parents, and community to action as they collected clothes, blankets, money, and gift cards for this student
and his family, “before the house had finished burning down” the items were delivered to
the home.
Purpose and why stories. This theme emerged 60 references, representing 26%
of the coded content for ignite action and implement new ideas. Stories allow the leader
to refresh the organizational memory of the ‘why’ (Denning, 2011). One study participant
who was previously a private school administrator invoked Jesus when igniting action
and implementing new ideas, “Do you know, he’s (Jesus) in every room with his arms
wide open, embracing all, and I would talk about how we had a vibrant future as a
Catholic school, if we were to embrace all of our students. I don’t want you to worry
about property values” in the classroom. Another principal referred to stories about
students as their why, “why were we doing it was just to give kids a different path, to
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give them a new experience, to hopefully help connect them with more real world context
to the learning that’s going on in the elementary school world.”
Stakeholders care more about the culture of their organization than the strategy
employed (Deal & Peterson, 2016). These organizations know by touching hearts and
minds of people they will leave a legacy of experiences for generations to come (Clark,
2017). One study participant used purpose and why stories throughout the school year,
“So we talked a lot this year about our why, what’s our purpose.” Another participant
used storytelling to “remember our why.” One participant added that “And we try to go
back to that (the why and purpose) often because I think we get that it’s easily lost in the
day to day hecticness.”
Purpose and why stories were also evident in artifacts and observations of the
exemplary elementary school principals. One artifact was a tweet from a participant
where they outlined their love of being a principal and why they were in education.
Another participant was observed talking about the purpose behind their school’s progressive approach and the purpose behind their thinking around personalized education.
Embracing the future. This theme emerged 54 references, representing 24% of
the coded content for ignite action and implement new ideas. “Embracing the 21st century,” as shared by one participant, was a recurring theme throughout the section on
igniting action and implementing new ideas. Another principal shared about their team
dreaming “about what the future of school could look like” and how they can use embracing
the future to ignite action and implement new ideas.
One study participant discussed that their school did a time capsule. Part of the
time capsule project allowed the staff to dream about the future together. The principal
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said, “(this project made us think) what things might look like in 30 years.” The time
capsule project allowed them to imagine and dream together and the participant summarized the story saying, “it was a neat project that brought us all together.”
Embracing the future stories were also evident in artifacts and observations of
the exemplary elementary school principals. One exemplary principal retweeted about
embracing the future of teaching. In part the tweet read, “21st century teacher-having
expertise in habits of mind is essential,” while another participant tweeted out an article
about the future of classroom design.
Inclusive environment and diversity. This theme emerged 54 references,
representing 24% of the coded content for ignite action and implement new ideas. A
number of study participants referred to stories of diversity and inclusion to spark action
and implement new ideas. One study participant noted the desire to “create an inclusive
environment” and they did this through telling stories of their shared faith in the private
school setting. From there they connected the need to “focus on inclusion” in their stories,
“because if we can embrace all, we can meet the needs of all learners.”
Another principal noted, “there’s a picture out in the lobby when you walk in (the
front office) and it has the faces of five different kids in there.” The principal continued,
“They all look different, right? They are brown and black. They’re Asian.” The principal
continued to describe how that picture was an important story that their school is telling. A
number of participants talked about how student behavior has evolved over the past few
years. They included inclusion and diversity to mean being accepting of students that had
a diverse set of behavior skills and a need for their schools to adapt to meet these needs.

91

Diversity and inclusion stories were also evident in artifacts and observations of
the exemplary elementary school principals. One principal tweeted about the need to
have classroom teachers who have been trained in “trauma informed practices” in order
to best meet the needs of all learners. There were multiple tweets and social media posts
about the importance of diversity and inclusion.
Sub-Question 2: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build
trust?
The most successful organizations build reliability, truth, and strength through
strong relationships, shared experiences that evoke emotion, vulnerability and authenticity (Auvinen, Aaltio, & Blomqvist, 2013; Denning, 2011). Successful leaders build
trusting relationships (Denning, 2011). Leaders who project strength before building trust
only elicit fear (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). The same is true of storytellers. Leaders
use their personal stories to build trust (Denning, 2011). “Your character is generated not
from a single incident, but from a whole lifetime of experiences” (Denning, 2011, p. 93).
The story should come from an inner conviction (Denning, 2011). Effective messages are
based on trust (Baldoni, 2003). The story should be about a turning point in your life and
have coherence. It is important that the message is positive and is one of hope (Denning,
2011).
As a way to build trust, leaders should not embellish their own positive traits;
rather, the story should lift up others in the story (Denning, 2011). Stories about overcoming adversity or recovering from mistakes are particularly useful (Cockerell, 2008).
As one participant noted, “we build team and we build trust in our most vulnerable
moments, not our Facebook moments”.
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Table 5 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Building trust produced three distinct themes and had 84 references. The themes that emerged are “pulling back the curtain” stories, relationship stories,
and stories that show emotion. See Table 5 for more details.
Table 5
Build Trust
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Pulling back the curtain

25

3

5

33

Relationship stories

21

4

3

28

Stories that show emotion

17

2

4

23

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts

Pulling back the curtain. Thirty-three references emerged from this theme,
representing 39% of the coded content for building trust. A number of stories were shared
about how exemplary elementary school principals “pull back the curtain” to build trust
with their teams. In summary, to “pull back the curtain” means to give stakeholders an
inside look at the life of the school administrator by showing vulnerability and sharing
personal stories. In essence “pulling back the curtain” stories are how an administrator
communicates who they are. “Pulling back the curtain stories” allow the stakeholder to
live your life as a listener (Denning, 2011).
One participant shared that they “share their personal calendar” with staff and
how a number of stories emerge from this practice of sharing their personal calendar.
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They shared that they do this to build trust. One participant discussed their upbringing as
a student and that school was difficult for them. They shared “some of the difficulties that
I went through growing up” to build trust with staff. Another participant shared with their
staff, “right now my daughter is going through a real difficult time with her pregnancy. I
am just honest with my staff about that. This is hard. At a moment’s notice, if she calls
me, I am outta here.” The participant went on to share that their daughter will have emergency surgery as soon as the child is born.
One participant tells the story about having to make a decision to put their daughter
on medication for Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). They explained that it was a difficult decision to make but it has helped to share that story with school parents that face
similar questions about whether or not to use medication to treat their own children. If the
audience can understand the critical experiences that have formed you, then they are more
likely to trust you (Denning, 2011).
One of the most powerful stories shared in this study was a principal who described
how they had shared with their staff that they had stopped drinking. The study participant
shared, “And I shared a little bit about my family background with alcoholism. I knew
what I wanted to say, but it really wasn’t until the minutes before where I decided to go
first. And then I think some people may have changed what they were going to say.”
Pulling back the curtain stories were also evident in artifacts and observations of
the exemplary elementary school principals. One exemplary principal pulled the curtain
back in a blog post to share that they were adopted. This allowed the administrator to
connect with a number of staff members. In the blog post the participant wrote,
Every adopted child has two family trees to draw from. There is the tree of the
adopted family, which is usually the easiest to trace back and there is also the tree
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from the biological family. The tree for the biological family is often more challenging to trace. It may be difficult to find out historical facts or it may be awkward
to ask the adopted family questions about it. In some cases, like mine, there is no
information at all about the biological family tree. So, every time this project
came up, I simply chose my adopted family tree and never even mentioned that I
was adopted.
Relationship stories. This theme emerged 28 references, representing 33% of the
coded content for building trust. Relationship stories were a frequent theme in building
trust. One participant noted that building relationships was a “very purposeful task (that)
happens over time.” Relationship stories build trust over time. One participant added that
“relationships are the most important component,” especially when storytelling and needing the team to trust you.
Your character is not generated from one experience, but rather from a lifetime of
experiences (Denning, 2011). One study participant repeatedly told of how they treat their
staff as people, not employees. This trust was built over a number of experiences, not a
single interaction. One exemplary principal tells the story about building relationships
through stories of needing a substitute because a teacher needs to be home with a sick
child. The participant noted, “it is always family first and it is always person first, employees second.” The participant credits his strong relationships because of stories like this.
Relationship stories were also evident in artifacts and observations of the exemplary
elementary school principals. During an observation one principal shared a story about
relationships with families that were so strong that the family counted on the principal
and school social worker to let the young student know that his mom had died. The 27year-old mom had committed suicide and due to language barriers, the family asked the
staff of the school to meet with the first grader to inform him. The participant said, “so
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we sat in my office...and we let him know that his mom had died.” They went on, “we
just sat there and cried with the family” and “we just get so invested in the families”.
Stories that show emotion. This theme emerged 23 references, representing 27%
of the coded content for building trust. Exemplary principals repeatedly spoke of being
open emotionally with staff, from excitement and sadness, to tears, joy and grief. Emotion
is so important to storytelling, that some storytelling experts suggest that it is a defining
element of storytelling (Smith, 2012). One participant shared a storytelling activity they
did with their staff called the ‘river or life.’ Each participant had to share milestones in
their lives that shaped who they are. One participant shared about their dad and how his
work ethic shaped the administrator that they became. An emotional story to tell, and an
emotional story to hear. “I think what is really important to me is work ethic. And I think
I got that from my dad. He worked swing shift two weeks, days for two weeks, and midnights for two weeks. This was for my whole life. And he started as a janitor and he
worked his way up to the manager of the plant and then higher up in the plant.” This
story was shared with staff at a recent staff meeting.
One participant shared the power of emotions, “I do not get overly emotional,
(but) when I do and they see it, that is powerful.” Another participant shared a story that
brought them to tears and a number of staff connected with the story that was shared
about a mentor of the principal who had passed away. Before the mentor passed away,
the exemplary principal had written him a letter about how much he meant to him. When
the mentor passed away, the letter was read at the funeral.
If you have not generated an emotional reaction from your audience, you have not
reached them (Smith, 2012). Showing emotions was also apparent in observations and
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artifacts. In a blog post one exemplary elementary school principal shared this, “I’m not
ashamed to admit that I’ve never shied away from a good cry. It could happen when I’m
happy, sad, proud, or just caught in the moment. Things that are full of traditions, constants,
and tied to family? Add those up and you can almost guarantee I will cry.”
Sub-question 3: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build
the organization’s brand?
Successful organizations build brand through an authentic interactive exchange
of stories to promote meaningful dialogue and distinguish an organization from competitors in the eyes of the customer. Storytelling to build your organizational brand is vital
(Denning, 2011). Branding and marketing are important elements to consider when storytelling (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Table 6 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Building brand produced three themes with a total of 193
references. Positive stories, the why/hashtag story, and stories about stakeholders were
the three themes that emerged from sub-question 3 about building brand.
Positive stories. This theme emerged 69 references, representing 36% of the coded
content for building brand. One principal talked about the storytelling videos that they
used to tell positive stories: “(the video brings) such value to our community because
then it tells the story of our kids and in such a positive way.” Another principal encourages staff to tell their positive stories through social media and parent communications:
“I challenged staff if you can daily cheer one good thing that’s happening in your class-
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room.” Another participant noted, “I’ve really tried to use social media to capture all of
the great things are going on in the classroom”.
Table 6
Building Brand
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Positive stories

47

8

14

69

Why/hashtag story

46

5

15

66

Stories about stakeholders

42

5

11

58

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts

One participant tells positive stories through social media and a weekly communication to parents that is referred to as The Friday Five. The Friday Five provides families
and the community with a look at the top five positive stories from the week. Most of the
participants noted the need to keep it positive, “always positive, always positive.” Another
participant added that “(social media) is used to recognize, highlight, or bring something
to light” in a positive way. “There are so many great things happening in our school” one
participant shared. “I want to portray our school in a positive light.”
Positive stories were also apparent in observations and artifacts. Two of the exemplary principals interviewed both tweet on a daily basis their “positive phone call of the
day.” These posts attract many likes and comments each day. It is hard to argue with the
principal making a positive phone call of the day. The calls always highlight something
extraordinary the student did that day. Another exemplary elementary school principal
posted a blog that was a story about the power of positivity: “The power of positive
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thinking is a gift to ourselves—a gift of strength, courage, and perseverance. And it is not
to be underestimated.”
The why or hashtag story. This theme emerged 66 references, representing 34%
of the coded content for building brand. The organizational story is an important one.
Schools can create a need for their product through a pull story (Gallagher & Thordarson,
2018). Pulling is creating a need for the consumer while building relationships between
the consumer and the brand (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
One participant discussed the power of building brand and the why behind the
brand by saying that their school “weighed everything against the (why) story.” They
went on to add, “when you haven’t defined who you are, how do you know whether or
not you should be doing this or that.” The exemplary principal and their team defined
their why story and weighed any new curriculum, initiative, or fundraiser against their
story. “So when after we defined who we are, we can weigh that against our story. How
does this fit with who we are? Or does it not fit with who we are? And that helps us with
that decision making process.”
Three separate participants brought up the power of their school hashtag and how
it embodied the school why story. The hashtag story brings stakeholders together. One
principal developed a hashtag for the school but did not want to be the sole champion,
“we started a school hashtag a couple of years ago (hashtag redacted) and one of my goals I
came to this building three years ago was, I did not want to be the sole voice out branding
our school. It takes a team.” One administrator referred to other principals that may not
see the benefit of the hashtag when he said,
Your brand is super important in today’s day and age. I think people, people can
diminish something as simple as a hashtag, but you’d be surprised that educators
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like me looking at hashtags from (other schools), which ones really catch my attention, which ones really made me feel like I know the place without even being there
and which ones I kind of gloss over because I think they’re (redacted) generic.
The power of why and the hashtag story was evident in observations and artifacts.
One exemplary principal was observed in discussion around their district hashtag. The
hashtag represents personalized education and how their school was trying to implement
a program that would embody the district hashtag. Another exemplary principal posted
on social media about the power of why and encouraged stakeholders to share their why
on the school social media pages.
Stakeholder stories. This theme emerged 58 references, representing 30% of the
coded content for building brand. Leaders use all stakeholders to tell the organizational
story. It is just as important to tell stories internally to stakeholders. In particular, customer success stories that tie to the organizational mission and vision are powerful (Denning,
2011). One principal discussed all stakeholders knowing their school’s “Thirty second
elevator story.” Success in marketing today revolves around building passion in your
customer base and then hoping those customers tell the story to other potential customers
(Denning, 2011). So, including stakeholders in your story is vital.
The stakeholder story was evident in artifacts and observations. One tweet read,
“students at (redacted) sharing their projects.” Another principal tweeted out the PTO
fundraiser, “Congratulations to (redacted) & (redacted) for being the top sellers in our
fundraisers.” Other posts include staff, students, parents, and community members. All of
the stories were being told to highlight the stakeholder story. Another artifact revealed
one principal that was welcoming ‘VIP’s’ to the campus for the day. The ‘VIPs’ were
parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and a variety of community stakeholders. Another
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tweet revealed a community Halloween event that highlighted the PTO, first responders,
and other community members.
Sub-question 4: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to
transmit organizational values?
Organizations makes outsiders feel like insiders by sharing culture, values, celebrations, and challenges. Transmit values also means shared meaning of the group norms,
standards, customs and traditions as shared through stories (Boal & Schultz, 2007; Denning,
2011). Leaders need to tell stories that are significant and share organizational values
(Baldoni, 2003). The stories should consistently convey the values of the organization
and should be told on a recurring basis (Baldoni, 2003).
Two principals mentioned the repeated use of stories to transmit values. One
principal told a story about the drip, drip, drip of stories. They tell the story of Spence
Rodgers at the Peak Institute, “you have to do multiple exposures for people to get it.
You are dripping the material to them over a period of time instead of just throwing the
bucket at them and saying how come you didn’t get that?” Another principal added, “we
tell small stories of what is happening day to day or week by week to get our story out
there.” One principal added, “I would rather tell one hundred little stories about things
that happened today or yesterday.” The participant reported doing this to remain authentic
to their stakeholders.
Table 7 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions, observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that the
theme was referred to. Transmitting organizational values produced three distinct themes.
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The themes combined had 244 references. Student success stories, evocative stories, and
stories about current reality are the themes that emerged. See Table 7 for more details.
Table 7
Transmit Organizational Values
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Student success stories

75

3

10

88

Evocative stories

68

5

5

78

Current reality stories

70

1

7

78

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts
Student success stories. This theme emerged 88 references, representing 34% of
the coded content for transmitting organizational values. Student success stories were
shared by every principal in the interview, observation, or artifacts. As Denning suggested, the use of parables is powerful for a leader telling stories. Parables afford an
infinite number of applications (Denning, 2011). The principals in this study used student
success stories in a similar way to how Denning describes parables.
One principal stated, “it is important to acknowledge the positive behavior of our
students.” The principal went on to share that they do Facebook live storytelling and that
opportunity to tell stories also comes with an opportunity to “talk about how incredible
the (redacted) students are.”
Another study participant added that it is important to share “stories about successes that students are having in the classroom.” Another principal added that they share
student success stories as a way to “celebrate our students.” The principal went on to add,
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“So, once a month we celebrate students from our classrooms”. The principal went on to
add that these celebrations were an important component of the story they tell to parents
and on social media.
Student success stories were also evident in observations and artifacts. One principal shared on Twitter about a student that won a spelling bee. Another administrator
shared about the top 11 students in their school that were recently recognized on Facebook,
Instagram, and Twitter. In an observation another principal shared with staff a story about
a student that had behavioral challenges earlier in the year but had been doing much
better of late.
Evocative stories. This theme emerged 78 references, representing 32% of the
coded content for transmitting organizational values. Evocative stories are those that
cause great public interest or excitement. A number of principals shared evocative stories
to transmit organizational values.
Evocative stories are sensational in nature and bring strong images, feelings, and
memories to mind. Denning uses famous speeches by Winston Churchill and Martin
Luther King Jr. as examples of evocative stories. Evocative stories take a high degree of
linguistic skill to develop (Denning, 2011). Evocative stories describe a positive future
and are often intentionally short on specifics. The evocative story allows the stakeholder
to add flesh to the skeleton (Denning 2011). Evocative stories evolve over time as they
are told and retold. One study participant shares a story on a regular basis, that has become
part of the school mantra, about 21 elephants:
It is the story of the Brooklyn Bridge. When it was built, people were afraid they
would fall in the water. A young girl convinced Barnum and Bailey to take all
their elephants across the bridge to show all these adults that the bridge would be
able to support all of the weight. All of our classes worked together to commit to
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be bridge builders and they built a bridge and then we got these 21 little elephants
for each class and put them on all the bridges in the showcase.
An observation around the school building revealed that the classroom bridges
that were built were prominently displayed in the building. Multiple artifacts revealed
bridge builders was a common theme. Additionally, a variety of posts on social media
also confirmed that the school was repeating this evocative story.
Another principal shared a story about a young student with autism. One of the
activities in this student’s grade level was to do a bike hike, which was a rite of passage
event for every student in the school. However, this student did not know how to ride a
bike. “How are we going to make him successful on this field trip? My fifth grade teacher
has a friend that owns a tandem bike. So, the teacher and (redacted) ride the tandem bike
together.”
Evocative stories continue to be updated as the story of the organization evolves
(Denning, 2011). One study participant shared a story about how one summer they
gathered up 40 volunteers. The volunteers spread throughout the city to welcome every
new kindergartener at their home. The volunteers brought important paperwork and
school gear to each family. They shared with families, “We’re so excited to have you
come to our school this year.”
Current reality stories. This theme emerged 78 references, representing 32% of
the coded content for transmitting organizational values. Leaders can take stories about
their current reality and make it even more real with language, metaphors, and candor
(Smith, 2012). A number of principals shared stories about their current school reality
and named the gap between operational and espoused values. The gap was named in an
effort to transmit values and ignite action. One study participant shared a story. One
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principal described telling stories about the gap between their school mission of accepting
all students and what was happening in practice: “I have had to have some very tough conversations with staff.” Another principal added, “if we say we are collaborating with
parents, are we really? Or do we just send a weekly email?”.
One principal named the gap between espoused values and operational values
through story in an effort to drive their district office to action. This story was told in
response to the growing behavior needs of their school. “We are not a mental health
facility. I am passionate about helping our students but we need the people that can do
that.” Another principal that modeled vulnerability in a number of stories was looking for
their teachers to follow the lead and name their own current reality: “I think first getting
your teachers to own and be real with their mistakes.”
Current reality stories were also evident in the observations and artifacts. One
principal tweeted about the level of state funding their school was receiving and another
tweeted about the Michigan 3rd Grade Reading Law. Another principal was observed
talking to a member of their staff about a student that was in trouble and how they could
work to get that student back on track.
Sub-question 5: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to foster
collaboration?
Successful organizations use the collective intelligence of their organization to
honor and respect the contribution of each person. It is also about working together to
identify community values and create something new in support of a shared vision
(Denning, 2011; Hackman, 2002). Leaders can drive collaborative teams to high levels
of performance through building trust and developing clarity around the shared organiza-
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tional goals (DeRosa & Lepsinger, 2010). Leaders who have mastered narrative storytelling drive high performing collaborative teams to action (Denning, 2011). Leaders use
narrative to make high performing teams create action when the following conditions
exist: the work requires it, people want it, technology makes it possible (Denning, 2011).
Table 8 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Foster collaboration produced three distinct themes. The importance of the stakeholder story, team stories, and current reality stories produced a combined
130 references. See Table 8 for full details.
Table 8
Foster Collaboration
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Inspirational stakeholder
stories

35

6

12

53

Team stories

28

6

8

42

Current reality stories

27

1

7

35

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts
Inspirational stakeholder stories. This theme emerged 53 references, representing 40% of the coded content for fostering collaboration. Inspirational stakeholder
stories were a common theme produced by study participants. Human beings see meaning in being part of something bigger (Denning, 2011). One study participant described in
great detail the value of the stakeholder story in relation to fostering collaboration:
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I try to provide as much clarity in the ‘why’ behind what I’m doing so that stakeholders understand my perspective and where I’m coming from. My story is my
lens and I have to step back sometimes and say, not everybody has my lens. I
need to make sure that I remember that and try to look through the lens of stakeholders in order to paint a full story for people.
One study participant noted of the stakeholder story is about, “empowering people” and
“when you empower stakeholders, they feel valued [and] they are willing to do more.”
Another principal referred to the importance of the stakeholder story, “the focus is always
on the client. I mean, it’s all about customer service and responsiveness.”
One exemplary principal told a story about an undocumented family in their
school. “I had a mom that carried her son from Guatemala and walked over the border
when he was six years old. And when she brought him in to our school.” This story was
relayed in the interviews and again in an observation of the exemplary principal. The
principal continued on, “(the young boy) had a severe brain injury and she said that if she
would’ve stayed in Guatemala, they don’t do anything for him and he couldn’t have any
help. And she used to take them into the fields with her when she worked. Otherwise he
would be in the streets and die.”
Another principal shared an inspirational stakeholder story about a former student
that is now in high school. The principal received an email from the grandmother of the
student. The student had significant struggles as an elementary school student. The principal stated that the email covered, “how great the student is doing now at (redacted). She
just thanked me for never giving up on him in elementary school.” Inspirational stakeholder stories were corroborated through artifacts and observations.
Team stories. This theme emerged 42 references, representing 32% of the coded
content for fostering collaboration. Team stories were a common theme among study
participants to foster collaboration. Teams can be defined as organizational groupings of
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people who are interdependent, share common goals, and coordinate their activities to
accomplish goals (Lencioni, 2011). Teams have clear goals, appropriate leadership and
membership, adequate resources, and supports (Denning, 2011). Leaders are unable to
force collaboration. Effective collaboration relies on shared values (Denning, 2011). One
principal discussed, “the smartest person in the room, is the room.” Another principal
noted that they often tell stories of successful collaboration that have worked to best
support the needs of their students, “academically, socially, and emotionally.”
Team stories were also collaborated through observations and artifacts. One study
participant tweeted out that they were never more proud of the team they worked with
after the tragic passing of a spouse of one of the teachers. Another participant shared in
an observation about the video their district was making to promote the district wide
fundraiser. The story told through that video was one of teamwork to foster community
collaboration. The principal team all dressed up as superheroes.
Current reality stories. This theme emerged 35 references, representing 27% of
the coded content for fostering collaboration. Stories about the current reality were told to
foster collaboration. One principal shared about their school’s current reality, “we are not
going to settle.” The participant went on to say, “we can look at the 85% (proficient) or
we can look at the 15% (not proficient). If we are really chasing greatness individually
and collectively (we have to go after the 15%).”
Multiple administrators referred to the current reality of education being a collaborative profession by nature. They shared how this differed from years past. One principal
noted, “there was a time where the door was just closed to teachers and they just did their
own thing.” The principal continued to tell a powerful story of how their team was collab-
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orating, “And it was the number one thing I remember when I came here that I walked
the building one day, and walking in and out of our 4 fourth grade classrooms it was like
they were following the same script.” Another principal mentioned that in years past,
“when I first taught it was 22 independent contractors that shared a parking lot.” The
principal went on say that education is not that way anymore and that is incumbent upon
educators to collaborate.
The current reality stories were corroborated through observations and artifacts.
One principal tweeted about a data dig they were completing with their reading coach in
order to determine the current reality. Another principal has shared on social media a
number of posts about the current reality of working with our students with trauma.
Sub-question 6: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to share
knowledge?
Successful organizations tell personal stories of actual human experience and
expertise in narrative exchange which act as repositories of knowledge. It is about informal
networks of communities which accelerate knowledge sharing (Brown & Duguid, 1991;
Jabri & Pounder, 2001). Sharing knowledge through stories is pervasive and remarkably
mundane. Stories are told to share organizational knowledge, which are not always
interesting and therefore require work from the storyteller to make the stories come to
life (Denning, 2011). People will learn from positive stories.
Table 9 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Sharing knowledge stories produced two distinct themes: using
stories about history to provide perspective and stories on social media to produce two-
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way communication. The themes combined for a total of 91 references. See Table 9 for
full details.
Table 9
Share Knowledge
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

History to provide
perspective

34

5

11

51

Social media stories for
two-way communication

28

4

9

41

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts
History to provide perspective stories. This theme emerged 51 references,
representing 55% of the coded content for sharing knowledge. One exemplary principal
noted, “I like to bring in history to add perspective.” Another principal stated, “I think
when people understand the past, they can learn and grow for the future and moving forward.” Another added about the importance of using stories of the past to add perspective
to current situations: “It is incumbent upon me to honor that history through storytelling.”
The principal continued, “and honor individuals for their experience and history, but then
also collectively as a school and as a community, just recognizing how we got here.”
These knowledge stories are told about where the organization has been and where it is
headed (Baldoni, 2003).
One principal participant noted the importance of history stories when two schools
had to be combined into one: “Especially (important) when we merged our two schools
into one. That rocked a lot of people’s worlds because now you’re messing with (tradi-
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tions) for two schools.” The principal continued to say that they had to be intentional
about what stories they told and to which stakeholder group: “It had to be done tastefully
and situationally because when you’re telling a historical story, number one, why did you
choose that? Sometimes you have to name it, other times you just have to be mindful of
it. You have to know who the audience is.”
Another principal used stories of the past to describe the current state of their
district: “We also talked about how our district looked when I started here in 1998.”
Another principal used past stories of curriculum implementation successes to encourage
teachers in the present: “We have all of our teachers when a new reading and writing
curriculum and so sharing the stories of what happened last year for teachers who took it
on and how they felt at different points.” Another principal brought back vulnerability by
sharing, “I think I use a lot of my mistakes from the past to move us into the future.” One
principal shared a story about how they use appreciative inquiries with their staff. “It’s a
great way of knowing what’s sacred to a team and also sometimes what can go away,
what sometimes you think people are holding on tightly to something and it really isn’t
important to them at all.”
Principals that tell stories of the past to provide perspective was corroborated
through observations and artifacts. One principal was observed saying, “Teaching now is
so much more sophisticated and complex than I ever imagined teaching would become
when I stepped out of the classroom 10 years ago. Teaching is so much better right now
than it’s ever been.” A powerful story about the past to add perspective to their current
reality.
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Social media as two-way communication. This theme emerged 41 references,
representing 45% of the coded content for sharing knowledge. Social media has allowed
principals the ability to tell stories on the fly (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). One principal stated, “I think what we’ve learned is that you have to put things in people’s handheld device. Like you have to be able to get something that someone can read in 45
seconds or less on someone’s handheld device.” This statement was confirmed through
exemplary principal responses as a majority of the participants referenced their use of
social media as a way to open up communication with stakeholders, specifically parents.
“I don’t always post our weekly or hadn’t always posted our weekly videos on
Facebook because we email them out directly to our families,” one principal noted.
Another added, “I try not to post the same information in a lot of different places.” One
principal elaborated about their use of Facebook, saying “Facebook does allow for comments from parents. ‘Oh my gosh, the recess before lunch change (is great). I just took
my child to the doctor and his ADHD doctor was so excited that you guys are doing
recess before lunch now.’ Comments about the positive impact of the things that we’re
doing. So that helps the community support our story.”
One principal talked about tagging staff and parents in their social media posts:
“I’ll tag a teacher when I do it or sometimes I’ll tag a parent or a couple parents.”
Another participant talked about encouraging teachers to tell their story through social
media: “I try to get the teachers to try to tell their stories in the way that they connect
with parents, you know, whether it’s through weekly emails or newsletters or things like
that. Teachers try to tell their stories online nowadays.”
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History to add perspective and social media as a two-way communication were
both triangulated through the use of observations and artifacts. One participant shared
how they use their Five for Friday blog each week to share all of the great things happening in their school. Another participant shared how they used Instagram to connect with
families. Another principal posted on Facebook about the fundraiser their school just
completed, which generated multiple positive comments.
Sub-question 7: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to
Neutralize Rumors?
Negative rumors and gossip serve as social bond between employees. Positive and
negative stories are told repeatedly to maximize effect. The stories of an organization reflect
the overall organizational health. When there are rumors and gossip, that negatively
reflects on the organization. Covert, or contested, stories are told in small groups throughout the organization. A leader does not have the capability to stop these types of stories
from being told (Denning, 2011). Overt stories are shared throughout the organization.
The role of the leader is to combat the covert stories that spread rumors and gossip. As
one principal noted, “Rumors start where there’s a vacuum of information. I’m a firm
believer in that, so we need to be proactive.”
Table 10 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Stories to neutralize rumors produced two distinct themes.
Getting in front of the story and telling a positive story to combat a negative story were
the emergent themes. The themes combined for a total of 52 references. See Table 10 for
full details.
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Table 10
Neutralize Rumors
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Getting in front of a story

16

4

9

29

Positive story to combat a
negative story

12

3

8

23

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts
Getting in front of the story. This theme emerged 29 references, representing
56% of the coded content for neutralizing rumor. A recurring theme was school administrators getting out in front of any potential rumors. The commitment of leaders to reduce
organizational uncertainty and proactively clarify the future through narratives. It is about
proactive, frequent, transparent, and honest communication directed towards shedding
light on the organizational vision (Brown et al., 2004; Denning, 2011). Gossip and criticism pouring from the rumor mill is likely the normal organizational response to basic
change (Denning, 2011). The grapevine is the most treacherous after the change decision
has been made. To combat this, the exemplary leaders get out in front of the story.
Even beyond rumors, a number of exemplary principals discussed addressing any
potential uncertainty by getting out in front of the story. One principal shared, “I created
a frequently asked questions from parents. I just tried to do it in a funny way. I used costumes.” The principal continued, “I went out into a local neighborhood and pretended I
was knocking on people’s doors and it was actually me dressed up in a costume answering the door.” The principal answered questions about drop-off and pick-up procedures,
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and other commonly asked questions. Another principal added that to neutralize rumors it
is always about “providing stakeholders the facts and information.”
One exemplary principal that was interviewed discussed a recent situation their
district had to deal with. There was a deadly mosquito virus making its way through West
Michigan and their district needed to move up the start time of an athletic event. However, the move had nothing to do with the deadly mosquito virus and everything to do
with a large storm that was moving into the area. The principal said, “we had moved up
some game times but we wanted to make it very clear to people that we did not have this
issue (Eastern Equine Encephalitis) in our district but that we were moving things up
because of weather related issues. And so getting that obvious social media message out
there, sending it out in newsletters, and having conversations with stakeholders was
important.”
Another principal uses the story of the telephone game to address how best to
handle rumors by getting out in front. The principal stated that they shared with their
staff, “have you ever played the telephone game? I ask them if they have, and I said, did
you ever know how it works out?” The principal continued, “It will never come off at the
same in the end as it did when it started. So if you ever want to eliminate that, eliminate
the game and just have that conversation with somebody up front.”
Neutralizing rumor stories about getting out in front of the story were also evident
in the triangulation of data through observation and artifacts. One school district tweeted
out about the change in game time being weather related. This story was also put on
Facebook to alleviate any community concerns that the game time was moved up due to
the deadly mosquito virus.
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Positive stories to combat negative stories. This theme emerged 23 references,
representing 44% of the coded content for neutralizing rumor. School administrators use
positive stories to combat any negative story that has been told. In an effort to tame the
grapevine, a leader can fight rumors and gossip with more stories (Denning, 2011). The
workforce is a battleground of stories. The leader must tell positive stories repeatedly to
all stakeholders (Denning, 2011). Stories about shared history and values can combat
hostility in the organization (Baldoni, 2003). However, this can only be done if the leader
has taken the time to build the relationships (Baldoni, 2003). Retired superintendent Mary
Branca, out of East Whittier, California, was famous for saying, ‘if you’re not telling
your school’s story, then someone else is.’ One principal noted that it was tough for
others to tell a negative story about their school “because there’s so much evidence
already out there that would counter any negative rumors.”
One of the exemplary elementary principals has recently become an author and
public speaker that travels the country telling their story. However, the principal was quick
to point out that they needed a story to combat any negative rumors about their future
intentions. The principal said, “I started doing a little bit of like speaking and traveling,
my staff was worried about what’s going to happen? Like (are they) gonna leave us. Is
(redacted) going to be gone a lot.” To counteract this the principal responded, “I felt like
it was important that I shared the story of my investment here and make it crystal clear.”
Another principal shared very specific examples of how they use positive stories
to combat negative rumors. “Hey, did you hear about this? Or had you known about this?
And I’d be able to use that real quick to put a positive story out on social media.” For
example, the principal used an example of a story about a student that brought a knife to
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school. The principal retold, “I know sometimes your child will come home and you’ll
get a really vivid story about their day and you don’t understand.” The principal continued, “We focus on expressive language and trying to build up creative writers. They
come home with stories full of hyperbole and adjectives. And they tell you a great story,
which is a product of the amazing teaching that goes on here. But let’s understand and
deal with facts, right?” The principal went on to add, “If they’re really ever was a true
threat to your student security, it would be dealt with immediately.”
Observations and artifacts confirmed that principals use positive stories to combat
any potential negative issues. In an observation, one principal talked about the soft side of
velcro. Velcro has a rough side and a soft side. The principal noted that they try to tell more
soft side of velcro stories than there are rough sides.
Sub-question 8: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to create
and share vision?
Successful organizations purposefully combine and integrate stories to set a tone,
clarify expectations, communicate important ideas, and provide hope. Through these
positive stories, the organization can raise the quality and focus on innovative actions to
drive change (Aidman & Long, 2011; Patterson et al., 2008).
Leadership is undeniably connected to the future (Denning, 2011). Compelling
future stories are rare and hard to tell because the future is unknown and unpredictable
(Denning, 2011). Leaders can tell core stories to pass on a vision of the future (Deal &
Peterson, 2016). Too often we think of vision as something grasped from thin air; rather,
vision emerges from experience and experimentation (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Leaders
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must have an understanding of the current culture and health of the organization to be
able to effectively tell future stories (Denning, 2011).
Table 11 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Stories to create and share vision produced two themes. Stories
that build momentum and evocative stories were the two emergent themes. The themes
combined for a total of 109 references. See Table 11 for full details.
Table 11
Create and Share Vision
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Momentum stories

40

17

6

63

Evocative stories

36

5

5

46

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts

Momentum stories. This theme emerged 63 references, representing 58% of the
coded content for creating and sharing vision. Leaders need to bring together the team
responsible for implementing the future state (Denning, 2011). One exemplary principal
shared, “To share a vision, it takes a lot of cohesiveness and thought and idea.” Stories
should be told first of the near future. Additionally, stories should be told from the past to
help describe the future state (Denning, 2011). Another exemplary principal shared,
“Sharing vision helps bring people back to the center, including myself, because I think
when things are heightened, we can lose focus on the moment because of emotion.”
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One participant shared, “There is a lot of front loading and making sure that it’s
clear and understood before there’s an actual plan in place.” While another principal
stated, “Sharing all of the great things that we’re doing.” Another principal brought back
the drip, drip, drip of story: “I go back to the drip, drip going the same direction all the
time.” The principal continued, “Sometimes I tell myself to continually share the positive
stories about whatever it is you’re doing and eventually that becomes the vision for everybody.” Finally, another principal noted about their time at their current school, “The past
five years our stories build on each other.” Momentum stories were noted in both
observations and artifacts.
Evocative stories. This theme emerged 46 references, representing 42% of the
coded content for creating and sharing vision. The story needs to remain simple and avoid
clichés (Denning, 2011). Leaders need to link the future to the current organizational mindset. The ‘future story’ should be evidenced in the conduct of the leader in all that they do.
While the future story needs to remain simple, it is an often evocative story when
referring to creating and sharing vision. One exemplary principal shared, “If you’re going
to be unlike any other school, you have to do things other schools won’t.” The principal
continued, “I don’t back down from saying that I want this to be the greatest elementary
school in the world.” Another principal added, “All of my stories revolve around the whole
idea that (our district motto-redacted). I mean that’s our big push is that (our district
motto-redacted). And so every time there’s something that’s going on you’re trying to
connect it back to this.”
Evocative stories were noted in observations and artifacts too. One principal
talked about making a world of difference. “We make a world of difference in everything
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that we do, we always bring it back to that. We’re making a world of difference academically. We’re making a world of difference socially, emotionally. We’re making a world a
difference in our community by what we do.” Additionally, one principal tweeted out,
“Each will thrive”, while another principal tweeted about their school being made up of,
“bridge builders”.
Sub-question 9: How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to create
transformational change?
Transformational change unfolds when market forces require fundamental changes
in strategy, operations, and worldview of organizations (Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson,
2010). Transformational change is a challenge for leaders because the new state is unknown
and it emerges from envisioning a new future. The new state requires a fundamental shift
in mindset, organizing principles, behavior and cultural changes (Anderson & AckermanAnderson, 2010). Transformational change requires a focused commitment by the leader
on engagement throughout the process. Additionally, Bass (1985) described a transformational leader as one who empowers and engages followers.
Table 12 lists the number of themes that emerged from the interview questions,
observations, and artifacts. Frequency refers to the number of times from all sources that
the theme was referred to. Stories to create transformational change produced two themes.
The themes that were produced were student success stories and stories that humanize.
Transformational change stories accounted for 54 references. See Table 12 for full details.
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Table 12
Transformational Change
Frequency Table
Themes

Interviews Observations

Artifacts

Frequency

Student success stories

14

3

10

27

Stories that humanize

10

5

12

27

Note: Sources came from transcribed interviews, observations and artifacts

Student success stories. This theme emerged 27 references, representing 50% of
the coded content for transformational change. There is an abundance of evidence to support that transformational leadership substantially influences the performance of employees
and organizational level outcomes (Avolio, 1999). Transformational leaders are charismatic, magnetic, charming, and communicate a clear vision (Organ, 1988). The current
notion of transformational leadership places emphasis on empowering followers and
stresses the need for organizations to become less hierarchical, more flexible, team-oriented,
and participative (Fondas, 1997; Rosener, 1995).
Student success stories were used by the exemplary principal participants to
describe transformational change. One exemplary principal described the process of
bringing an emotionally impaired classroom to their campus, which had given concern to
a number of staff but that the students in the classroom were thriving on their new campus.
The principal stated, “these are seven of the most challenging behaviorally to support.”
Another principal described a transformational change of bringing two schools
together and having to heal the wounds that the transformation created. The team put
together a program called (name redacted) to recognize student success. This new student
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recognition program worked to create a new culture that stakeholders could support. The
principal stated, “it all (the recognition program) boils down to being a good human.”
Another story a principal tells about transformational change is when their district
moved to standards-based grades. The principal recalled, “I had a parent call me and ask
why their daughter got a C+ and how they could help her in the summer.” The principal
did not know how to respond to the parent’s request. The story was told to help tie together
the need for a change to standards-based grades.
The transformational change stories were also evident in the artifacts and observations. One exemplary principal tweeted about how a trauma informed professional development had changed the way their staff handled a variety of student issues. Another
exemplary principal in an observation talked about how a community schools partnership
had completely changed how the school dealt with attendance issues in their school.
Specifically, the principal discussed how the students were benefiting from being in
school more frequently.
Stories that humanize. This theme emerged 27 references, representing 50% of
the coded content for transformational change. Transformational leaders motivate and
inspire their followers to perform beyond their capabilities and expectations (Bass, 1985).
Verma and Krishnan (2013) would add that leaders have the ability to influence, motivate, and empower others to contribute towards the collective success of the organization.
The effort to obtain superior performance is possible only by transforming followers’
values, attitudes and motives from a lower to a higher plane of arousal and maturity
(Bass, 1985). Transformational change stories were told by exemplary principals that
humanized schools and leaders.
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One exemplary principal told an emotional story:
I have endless sports stories. I think I will tell a story a lot about hope and optimism and positives coming from really tough times. There’s a plaque on the wall
about the day that my grandfather died. All of his grandkids carried the casket.
And it was a surprising moment and a challenging moment and a time where like
you were kind of all looking at each other and unsure of what to do when family
loss occurs. There was a lot of family discussion about whether or not my brother
would play in what essentially was the league championship basketball game that
night. We made a decision as a family that my grandpa went to all of our sporting
events and that he would’ve wanted him to play. My brother ends up making the
game winning shot against [redacted] for [redacted] to win the first league championship in school history.
It was a powerful and emotional story to tell and to hear. The exemplary principal
went on to describe why he uses this story when discussing transformational change:
I use that story with our staff. In your deepest, darkest, most challenging times
where you just have so much uncertainty. And I think our jobs are a lot about
uncertainty. We make a lot of decisions that are based on our instincts. I think that
goes to show you that you have to trust your instincts and trust that even your
biggest and most challenging moments that if you can make a decision and make
a call that feels right in your heart, that sometimes magical things can happen.
The leader’s clear sense of identity helps followers with their confidence in the organization and what they are doing in the classroom (Denning, 2011).
The transformational leader becomes the organization. Communicating who you
are is a vital component of transformational change (Denning, 2011). Another principal
went on to describe that it was only through the process of “becoming myself (as a leader)
and lead the way that I think is the most productive that people started to get on board. I
think they saw a change in me too.” Transformational change begins with oneself, before
it will happen in your organization.
One principal tells a powerful story of their failure in student discipline to describe
why transformational change is needed. “I am a little different with how I view discipline. I
do believe sometimes we need to suspend students.” They continued,
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I suspended a kid over 14 times and he’s now in jail, you know? So I said, I really
struggle with that because I did not reach the kid and if my whole piece of going
into education was that I felt I needed to use my talents to change kids’ lives, I didn’t
change that kid’s life. I did everything by the book and I did not reach that kid.
Stories that humanize transformational change efforts were also evident in observations and artifacts. Narrative and storytelling is a thread running through everything a
transformational leader does and says to achieve extraordinary results (Denning, 2011).
One principal wrote a blog about why they love their job in an effort to inspire the team
to be on board for the changes coming. Another principal tweeted about a makerspace lab
and how this space was transforming learning at their school to benefit the students. One
participant tweeted about the first touchdown scored on a new football field to thank the
community for a bond that passed two years previous.
Key Findings
According to Carmine Gallo (2016), we are all storytellers. Elementary school
principals tell stories when they present new ideas, roll out new initiatives, and communicate the vision and mission of the school in nearly every aspect of their leadership. Storytelling allows for the transmission of values, collaboration, trust and ignition of new ideas
by leaders interacting with others and connecting how things in the world are interrelated
(Denning, 2011).
Effective principals are effective storytellers. Storytelling principals know that
leaders and followers co-create meaning through interconnected relationships and storytelling (Orr & Bennett, 2017). Storytelling is used to merge emotion and the strategic
plan to make transformational change in the organization. Stories are simple, timeless,
contagious, and easy to remember (Smith, 2012). The following is a summary of key
findings from the research study presented in Chapter IV.
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The key findings were developed through a synthesis of responses to the central
research question and sub-questions. The key findings all appeared across multiple
sections. There are six key findings and six major key findings. The major key findings
are reported out in Chapter V. While the key findings were developed by synthesizing the
exemplary elementary school principal responses, the major key findings were developed
to specifically answer the central research questions, and sub-questions.
Key Finding: Evocative Stories
1. Exemplary elementary school principals tell evocative stories to transmit organizational values and to create and share vision. This finding produced 124 references,
representing 10.4% of all the coded content.
Key Finding: Student Success Stories
2. Exemplary elementary school principals tell student success stories to transmit
organizational values and make transformational change. This theme produced 115 references, representing 9.7% of all the coded content.
Key Finding: Current Reality Stories
3. Exemplary elementary school principals tell current reality stories to transmit
organizational values and foster collaboration. This theme produced 113 references, representing 9.5% of all the coded content.
Key Finding: Social Media Stories
4. Exemplary elementary school principals use social media as a way to share
knowledge and tell their why and hashtag stories. This theme produced 107 references,
representing 9% of all the coded content.
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Key Finding: Teamwork Stories
5. Exemplary elementary school principals use teamwork stories to ignite action,
implement new ideas, and foster collaboration. This theme produced 104 references,
representing 8.6% of all the coded content.
Key Finding: Positive Stories
6. Exemplary elementary school principals use positive stories to build brand and
neutralize rumors. This theme produced 92 references, representing 7.7% of all of the
coded content.
Summary
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on how exemplary
elementary school principals use storytelling to lead and create transformational change
in their schools. Exemplary leaders were selected by the researcher from various elementary schools from across Michigan. The researcher interviewed ten exemplary elementary
school principals to describe how they lead their organization through storytelling and
transformational change using each of the eight narrative patterns outlined in The Leader’s
Guide to Storytelling (Denning, 2011) and transformational change.
This chapter covered the purpose of the study, methodology, and presented a
summary of data collected. This data revealed 24 major themes that emerged from the 10
semi-structured interviews, 5 observations, and 33 artifacts. Six key findings describing
the behaviors of exemplary elementary school principals were identified from the 24
themes. Chapter V provides a final summary of the study’s findings, unexpected findings,
conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for future studies. It concludes
with closing remarks and reflections from the researcher.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on how exemplary
elementary school principals use storytelling to lead and create transformational change
in their schools. Exemplary leaders were selected by the researcher from various elementary schools from across Michigan. The researcher interviewed ten exemplary elementary
school principals to describe how they lead their schools through storytelling and transformational change using each of the eight narrative patterns outlined in The Leader’s
Guide to Storytelling (Denning, 2011) and transformational change. A comprehensive
analysis of the data collected from interviews, artifacts, and observations, revealed 24
themes and 6 major findings.
Chapter V is a culmination of extensive research on leadership storytelling by
exemplary elementary school principals. The research combined with data collection and
analysis produced important implications for action and will further the research in this
area. Chapter V gives a final summary of the research study and includes: the purpose
statement, research questions and sub-questions, methodology, population, and sample.
Chapter V also includes a detailed report of major findings, including unexpected
findings, conclusions, implications for action, and future research recommendations.
Concluding remarks and reflections wrap up Chapter V.
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand and describe how
exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead organizations using
Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns (ignite action and implement new ideas; build
trust; build your organization’s brand; transmit organizational values; foster collaboration;
share knowledge; neutralize rumor; create and share vision). In addition, it was the purpose
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to understand how exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create
transformational change in organizations.
Central Research Question and Sub Questions
How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through
storytelling using Denning’s (2011) eight narrative patterns?
Sub Questions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to ignite action
and implement new ideas?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build trust?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to build the
organization’s brand?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to transmit
organizational values?
5. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to foster
collaboration?
6. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to share knowledge?
7. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to neutralize rumor?
8. How do exemplary elementary school principals use stories to create and
share vision?
9. How do exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to create
transformational change in their organizations?
In-person interviews were conducted with all 10 exemplary elementary school
principals. Additionally, observations were conducted with 5 of the exemplary elementary
principals. Finally, artifacts were collected from all 10 exemplary elementary school
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principals. Thirty artifacts were collected. However, the interviews served as the primary
data that was collected for this study, while the observations and artifacts were used for
data triangulation.
The interview protocol was collaboratively developed by a team of peer
researchers with faculty input and included 18 open-ended questions. There were two
questions for each of the 8 narrative patterns of storytelling identified by Denning and
two questions about transformational change. Nine interviews were conducted in person
and one was conducted virtually through Zoom. Nine interviews were conducted in the
office of the interviewee and one interview was conducted at a local coffee shop. The
interviews lasted from 30 minutes to 70 minutes. All of the interviews were audio
recorded by multiple devices.
Observations were conducted with 5 principals. The observations occurred in
school buildings, at conferences, in staff meetings, and at community meetings. The
observations were conducted before and after interviews. Additionally, 30 artifacts were
collected. Artifacts were gathered directly from participants and included photos that
were taken in school buildings, school websites, social media posts, newsletters, and blog
posts. The observations and artifacts were used to triangulate the data that was collected
in the interviews.
Participants from the target population fit the description of “exemplary” as
defined by the thematic group and faculty advisors, if they met at least four of the
following six criteria:
1. Evidence of successfully leading an elementary school;
2. A minimum of five years of experience as an elementary school principal;
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3. Articles, papers, or written materials published, or presented at conferences on
topics related to being an elementary school principal;
4. Recognition by their peers as a leader in the field of elementary education;
5. Membership in MEMSPA; and
6. Support from another MEMSPA member, region president, or member of the
executive board.
Major Findings
Transmit Organizational Values and Create and Share Vision
1. Exemplary elementary school principals use evocative stories to transmit
organizational values and to create and share vision. Leaders use evocative stories to
paint a romantic view of the future (Denning, 2011). This finding produced 32% of the
coded content for transmitting organizational values and 42% of the coded content for create
and share vision. This finding produced 124 references, representing 10.4% of all the
coded content. This major finding was evident in interviews, observations, and artifacts.
Evocative stories require a high degree of linguistic skill and these stories unfold
with all of their twists and turns (Denning, 2011). “Evocative future stories that are told
and retold become part of the common mind” (p. 239). Elementary school principals
repeatedly used evocative stories to ensure that all staff, students, parents, and the community understood the values and mission of their schools. The drip, drip, drip of these
evocative stories ultimately became interwoven into the fabric of the school. The evocative
stories became the mantra for all stakeholders to rally around.
Transmit Organizational Values and Make Transformational Change
2. Exemplary elementary school principals use student success stories to
transmit organizational values and make transformational change. This theme pro130

duced 50% of the coded content for transformational change. Student success stories also
accounted for 34% of the coded content for transmitting organizational values. This finding produced 115 references, representing 9.7% of all the coded content. This finding was
evident across interviews, artifacts and observations. Student success is often a value all
stakeholders agree upon. Student success stories provide leaders with narratives to drive
values. People often have difficulty defining what their values are (Denning, 2011).
Elementary school principals use stories of student success to drive home values.
Similarly, Denning (2011) described the use of parables in transmitting values. “Parable
begins with a narrative imagining the understanding of a complex of objects, events, actors,
and objectives as organized by a story” (p. 144). In the world of an elementary school
principal, a student success story is used in the same way that Denning described parable
story. Every principal interviewed referred to student success stories. Student success stories
are used to make sense out of the complexity of the education system and the complicated
role of elementary school principal. These parable-like stories have an infinite number of
applications and are told to make transformational change and transmit values.
Transmit Values and Foster Collaboration
3. Exemplary elementary school principals use current reality stories to
transmit organizational values and foster collaboration. This theme produced 113
references, representing 9.5% of all the coded content. Principals use stories to describe
the current state of their school to generate collective action. Stories about a school’s
current reality are used to link the story of the individual and the group to the larger
organizational study (Denning, 2011). “Deep meaning is generated by narratives that
show how our actions relate to broader objectives” (Denning, 2011, p. 173). Principals
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use stories to encourage teams and stakeholder groups to develop their own story that
connects back to the larger school vision.
Principals use current reality stories to transmit organizational values. Paul Smith
described an organization balancing the transmission of values and current reality as the
first moment of truth. (Smith, 2012). The first moment of truth (FMOT) stories are those
that describe the initial reaction of the stakeholder to the product or the organization
(Smith, 2012). Principals use FMOT stories to describe their school values and to impact
stakeholders.
Share Knowledge and Build Brand
4. Exemplary elementary school principals use social media as a way to share
knowledge and to build brand. This finding produced 107 references, representing 9%
of all the coded content. Elementary principals are using social media to tell their story.
Specifically, social media has been used to share knowledge and describe the organizational why. “The new world of social media not only demands greater honesty from
organizations but also more openness and interaction” (Denning, 2011. p. 118). Principals
use social media as a way to allow for two-way communication with their stakeholders.
No longer is a one-way communication effective with stakeholders (Denning, 2011).
Principals are more successful when they use the power of social media to tell their
story and more importantly show their story. Videos, blogs, tweets, Facebook posts, and
Instagram stories are all used by principals to better inform stakeholders.
Principals use social media to define the why of their school and to build their
school brand. This is often done through a hashtag. The “hashtag story” is one that connects the individual story to the larger purpose of the school. The “hashtag story” connects
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stakeholder stories through a simple click. Consumers do not buy what you do, rather
they buy why you do it (Sinek, 2009a, 2009b). It is through the use of storytelling—
storytelling that powerfully and consistently wrapped its message around the “why”
(Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). Principals have taken the power of the “why” to social
media to build their school brand.
Ignite Action and Implement New Ideas and Foster Collaboration
5. Exemplary elementary school principals use teamwork stories to ignite
action, implement new ideas, and foster collaboration. This finding produced 104
references, representing 8.6% of all the coded content. Principals connect stakeholders in
their stories in ways that ignite action to implement new ideas and foster collaboration.
Within a well functioning team the interchange of experiences is often rapid (Denning,
2011). Stories about team have the ability to define the overarching goals of the school
and drive stakeholders to action. Effective collaboration and action relies on shared values
(Denning, 2011). Principals use teamwork stories to ignite action and implement new
ideas as well as to foster collaboration.
Build Brand and Neutralize Rumors
6. Exemplary elementary school principals use positive stories to build brand
and neutralize rumors. This theme produced 92 references, representing 7.7% of all of
the coded content. The workforce is a battleground of stories. The leader must tell positive
stories repeatedly to all stakeholders (Denning, 2011). Schools are relentlessly scrutinized
for all of the ways that they are “failing.” Social media, the evening news, and print
publications are quick to highlight evocative stories that shed a negative light on schools.
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It is incumbent upon elementary school principals, as the school’s chief communication
officer, to share all of the positive stories that happen in their schools on a daily basis.
Positive stories can also be used to specifically provide a counter narrative to
rumors and gossip. In an effort to tame the grapevine, a leader can fight rumors and
gossip with more stories (Denning, 2011). Stories about shared history and values can
combat negative stories. If principals are not out sharing the good news of their school,
then often someone else is telling that story.
Unexpected Findings
The first unexpected finding was that while the sub-questions for building trust
produced the most powerful and emotional stories, the three themes that emerged from
building trust did not appear in multiple sections, thus building trust did not produce a
specific theme as a key finding. However, it should be noted that these stories were
among the most moving stories that the principals told during the interviews.
The themes that emerged from the building trust sub-questions were stories that
revealed a behind-the-scenes look into the life of the administrator, or “pulling back the
curtain” stories. Stories, stories about relationships, and stories that show emotion. “Pulling back the curtain” stories represented 2.8% of all coded content with 33 references.
However, it did not reappear as a significant theme in any of the other sub-questions.
Relationship stories accounted for 2.4% of coded content and stories that show emotion
represented 2% of the coded content with 23 references. Specifically, the stories that
principals shared about their personal lives were powerful and thought-provoking. Further
analysis will be needed to address how these powerful stories impact stakeholders.
The next unexpected finding was the neutralizing rumors did not produce more
themes or coded content. Neutralize rumors produced two themes. Getting in front of the
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story was referenced 29 times for only a total of 2.5% of the coded content. Telling a
positive story to counteract a negative story was referenced 23 times for a total of 2% of
the coded content. Combined the two themes only produced 4.5% of the coded content.
A number of elementary school principals noted that they did not believe that
rumors were a significant issue in their school. Therefore, there was not a need to have to
tell stories to neutralize rumors. This could be why the percentage of coded content was
so low for neutralizing rumors. It is also possible that these exemplary elementary school
principals had built such strong school cultures that, in fact, rumors were not a big issue
in their schools.
The last unexpected finding was the principals’ use of evocative stories to paint a
romantic view of the future (Denning, 2011). This finding produced 32% of the coded
content for transmitting organizational values and 42% of the coded content for create
and share vision. This finding produced 124 references, representing 10.4% of all the
coded content. This major finding was evident in interviews, observations, and artifacts.
Elementary school principals are intentionally telling evocative stories repeatedly
for the purpose of making evocative stories become part of the school story. The belief
amongst the principals was that if they continue to tell the same evocative stories over and
over it will begin to resonate with all stakeholders, with the goal being for stakeholders to
repeat these evocative stories which become part of the collective organizational culture.
Conclusions
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe how
exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead their schools and make
transformational change. The study used the eight narrative patterns presented by Steve
Denning in The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling (2011). The eight narrative patterns are:
135

ignite action and implement new ideas, build trust, build brand, transmit organizational
values, foster collaboration, share knowledge, neutralize rumors, create and share vision.
Additionally, the thematic team considered transformational change along with the eight
narrative patterns. The conclusions were derived from the data analysis in Chapter IV and
describe the lived experiences of exemplary elementary school principals as they lead
their schools using storytelling.
Conclusion 1: Elementary principals that use evocative stories to create and share
vision will be more successful in igniting action and implementing school change.
As a people, storytelling is in our genes (Wines & Hamilton, 2009). Exemplary
elementary school leaders that were part of this study understand this and intentionally
repeat evocative stories to create and share vision and to ignite action. Telling and
retelling evocative stories allows principals the ability to influence others, build culture,
and ignite change in organizations (Hutchens, 2015). These evocative stories allow the
principals to describe a better future for their schools while driving stakeholders to action.
Stories that are repeated over and over become characteristics of the organizational
culture (Denning, 2011). While repeating stories may seem the same to an outside
observer, the story continues to evolve and ignite action in the organization with each
new time that the story is told (Denning, 2011).
These stories are told in a minimalist fashion and intentionally do not provide too
many details. A minimalist story has transformational power because it is personal to all
participants yet centrally directed to be relevant to all stakeholders (Denning, 2011). The
evocative stories are also told in a positive tone, that is authentically true, and ends well
(Denning, 2011).
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Conclusion 2: Telling student success stories is a powerful way to transmit
organizational values and to make transformational change.
The elementary school principals in this study understand that stories about student
success allow them to transmit their organizational values and make transformational
change. Student success stories allow school principals to remind parents, staff, and the
community about all of the positive their schools are doing for students. If principals are
not sharing the good news of their schools, then they are not setting the narrative. Student
success stories also have a positive impact on another key stakeholder; the students
(Sondlin & Clark, 2009).
Student success stories are similar to the parable stories that Denning describes.
These parable-like stories allow the storytelling principal to use student successes to
describe the ideal transformed state. Parables allow for an infinite number of applications.
The listener may take the parable as a base story and make their own application (Denning,
2011). The storytelling principals would use stories about student success to shed light on
a problem or a desired alternate state.
Conclusion 3: Elementary school principals that do not use social media will find it
more difficult to share knowledge, build brand, and tell positive stories.
Branding and marketing is not typically considered when thinking about an
elementary school (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018). A brand is a promise, an expectation
of performance, a reputation, a mark of trust and one a compelling description of how an
organization distinguishes itself from its competition (Gronlund, 2013).
The exemplary elementary school principals who were part of this study all understood that social media is a valuable tool to share information about their school and to
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build their school brand. Whether they are repeating an evocative story, sharing a student
success story or reminding parents about an upcoming bake sale, they all understood that
social media was necessary for their success. When elementary school principals use
social media, they are creating a two-way exchange of information between stakeholders.
The most important component to branding is to understand your audience and
allow them to feel a sense of belonging to the message (Gronlund, 2013). Social media is
highly utilized to spark interest and curiosity around a product (Gallagher & Thordarson,
2018). Social media allows principals to build this curiosity around the happening of their
school and target their branding for stakeholders. The repeated telling of positive stories
on social media allows schools to build brand loyalty (Gallagher & Thordarson, 2018).
Social media should be used to pull in an audience and remains a powerful tool for school
administrators to utilize when telling their school stories.
Conclusion 4: Telling current reality stories reinforces organizational values and
fosters collaboration.
Elementary school principals tell current reality stories to foster collaboration and
transmit organizational values. The study participants understood that it was important to
tell stories about their current reality for two reasons. The first reason was to describe the
alternative to the future state. Had we not implemented x, then y would have happened.
Spelling out the alternative is a key to telling current reality stories. It is not always clear
to an audience what would have happened without the change idea, therefore, leaders
have to name it (Denning, 2011). The contrast is painted in such stark terms that the
stakeholder would not want to leave the current reality and return to the ways of the past
(Denning, 2011).
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The second reason that current reality stories are told is to describe the desired
future state or the change that is needed. Springboard stories are used to describe the
current reality (Denning, 2011). There is nothing for the leader to have to create. The
leader describes the current state in such terms that it allows the listener to imagine their
own vision of the new state (Denning, 2011). The springboard story allows the principals
the opportunity to avoid having describe a compelling future story. With springboard
stories, the future unfolds in the mind of the stakeholder.
Implications for Action
Implication 1
A proposal should be made to Brandman University’s Doctorate in Organizational
Leadership program chair and course leads. The EDOL program should include leadership storytelling and the storytelling narrative patterns that exemplary leaders use to lead
and make transformational change as part of its required curriculum for the organizational
leadership doctoral program. Leadership storytelling should be included as part of the
following required courses: EDOL 721– Politics of Decision Making, EDOL 705Organizational Communication and Conflict, EDOL 708 – Strategic Thinking, and
EDOL 720 – Creativity, Innovation, and Sustaining Change.
Implication 2
Brandman University should include leadership storytelling for principals as a
required component for completing the administrative services credential. Denning’s
eight narrative patterns should be required reading when completing an administrative
services credential. Specifically, leadership storytelling should be part of the following
required courses: EDAD 601 –Introduction to Vision, Leadership, and Change, and EDAD
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604 – Community Perspective, Collaboration, and Culture. Storytelling should become an
important component of all administrative services credential programs.
Implication 3
School districts across the country are becoming more savvy with social media
and how they use it to brand their districts. However, there needs to be specific training
for elementary school principals in their use of storytelling through social media. Training in the use of social media to tell the school story should happen through a new
administrator induction program conducted at the district office level. Additionally,
district communication directors should be responsible for mentoring principals as they
begin storytelling and to provide background on the district story. Schools, districts, and
principals should participate in Twitter chats, develop marketing videos for YouTube,
and present at TedX events.
Implication 4
Stakeholder organizations such as Parent Teacher Organization (PTO), Parent
Teacher Association, School Site Council (SSC), Community Schools Network (CSN),
student leadership organizations, and other stakeholders should be included by the school
principal in storytelling training. This would include a review of the eight elements outlined by Steve Denning. Principals should host storytelling seminars with members of
their school community. This could happen in cooperation with the Parent Teacher Association, the Community School Coordinator, or other parent liaison positions. These
seminars would allow the principal to tell the school story and work with stakeholders in
how they can best support the school story. Coffee with the principal, a night of storytelling, and other parent engagement events would be a great time for storytelling.
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Implication 5
Articles on storytelling should be written by the researcher and submitted to
education publications such as K-12 educational publications including Leadership
(ACSA), MEMSPA’s weekly memos and publications, EdCAL (ACSA), Principal
(NAESP), and other professional publications such as Education Week, EdSurge, and
School News Network. In addition to the research being submitted for publication, the
research should be submitted for presentation at education conferences across the country.
Implication 6
The three thematic researchers who studied leadership storytelling across three
unique professions (health care, human resources, and elementary school principals)
should collaborate to develop scholarly articles for submission to a wide range of scholarly
publications that focus on storytelling such as The Story Hall, Firm Narrative, Storytelling
Magazine, and Narrative Magazine.
Recommendations for Further Research
Leadership storytelling in elementary schools is an emerging topic of research
that is prime for further research. Although the thematic team has expanded the base of
knowledge around this topic in a variety of fields, it is still a new research topic. This
study on exemplary elementary school principals using stories to lead and make transformational change provides new opportunities for further research studies. The following
is a list of suggested topics for future research:
1. It is recommended that a phenomenological study be conducted to identify and
understand how district leaders use the eight narrative patterns to establish a school
district culture supporting transformational change. This study did not examine the role
of elementary school districts in relation to the eight narrative storytelling patterns and
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transformational change. While a few principals noted the district hashtag and/or purpose
story, those stories were not coded differently. A future study could allow for determining
the explicit differences between a school story and a district story and how the two work
together or not.
2. It is recommended that a phenomenological study should be conducted which
explicitly looks at how middle and high school principals use storytelling to lead and
make transformational change. Once these studies are completed, another study should be
conducted to examine the similarities and differences between how an elementary school
principal uses storytelling to lead and make transformational change versus how secondary
principals use storytelling to lead and make transformational change.
3. It is recommended that a mixed method study be conducted to identify and
describe how elementary school principals use social media to tell school success stories.
This study specifically examined how elementary school principals use social media as a
storytelling tool as part of building trust. The mixed-method study could combine qualitative and quantitative data on how elementary school principal use social media. Qualitative
interviews, similar to the design of this study, should be combined with survey data that
is produced by exemplary elementary school principals on how they use social media to
tell their school story.
4. It is recommended that a mixed-method study be conducted to focus on the
impact stories have on stakeholders. This study focused on how elementary school principals use storytelling to lead and make transformational change. It took a deep look at
the types of stories that were told. However, this study did not examine how stakeholders
receive the stories that they hear from their principals. Therefore, parents, staff, and
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students could all have their own study. However, the logical next step would be to interview teachers about their perceptions of the stories being told and have those teachers
respond to survey questions regarding the stories told at their schools.
5. It is recommended that a mixed-method study should be conducted that explicitly looks at how stories that show vulnerability, build relationship, and show emotion
impact how trust is built. The most powerful and emotional stories that were told during
this study revolved around the building trust questions. “Pulling back the curtain stories,”
relationship stories, and stories that showed emotion were all emergent themes. However,
these themes were not replicated in any of the other narrative patterns. This future study
should include the collection of survey data and interview data from both administrators
and teachers in the same school setting.
6. It is recommended that a meta-analysis be conducted of the thematic research
team to identify the storytelling strategies that are important across job focus. The
scholarly work completed by the Brandman University storytelling thematic research
team significantly advances the research currently available in this emerging field. The
findings from all these studies on the use of leadership storytelling should be examined to
better understand the summation of the leadership storytelling data collected through a
meta-analysis.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
School storytelling through social media, Instagram in particular, was the first
exposure I had to the value of storytelling in a school setting. As it turns out, there is
plenty of research on leadership storytelling and the power storytelling has to make change.
However, there is not a lot of research about how storytelling may benefit school site
administrators. At minimum, and without any research, it would seem that using social
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media and personal interactions with stakeholders to tell the positive story of your school
is a great place to start.
Yet, it amazes me to hear from school principals that say they do not use social
media or that storytelling is a waste of time. It is my hope that this study will spur more
elementary school principals into the world of storytelling and take their stories to social
media. Again, if we are not telling our school story, then someone else is.
Elementary school principals must fully commit to being intentional about the
stories they tell. It is important to develop a number of go-to stories that can be used in a
variety of situations and to accomplish a variety of goals. However, without intentionality
about the crafting of the story and without the action to back up the story, our efforts at
storytelling will not be fruitful.
As an elementary school principal, I must actively consider how I use storytelling
and how I can use the findings of this study to benefit my school community. I am proud
that I completed this dissertation and I do believe that the findings, if applied, can benefit
elementary school principals across the country and school districts. It is my hope that
this study will become a book on storytelling by elementary school principals.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A- Nomination Email
Dear ______________________,
I am an elementary school principal in Wyoming, Michigan and an active doctoral
student at Brandman University in Irvine, California. I would greatly appreciate your
assistance. I am part of a thematic dissertation group of three peer researchers guided by
two faculty members that is studying how exemplary elementary school principals use
storytelling to lead and make transformational change. The eight narrative patterns of
storytelling used in this study are depicted by Steve Denning’s (2011) The Leader’s
Guide to Storytelling. The purpose of my phenomenological research study is to describe
how exemplary elementary school principals use Denning’s eight narrative patterns to
lead and make transformational change. I am interested in what stories are told to build
trust, spark action, foster collaboration, motivate others, build brand, transmit values and
knowledge, create vision and neutralize gossip. Participants may experience minimal
risk during the in-person interview and all personal and professional information
including names, school sites, and districts will be kept confidential.
To complete the study, I need your help to identify potential candidates to participate in
one one-hour interview, be observed in the workplace, and provide artifacts of their
exemplary leadership. To be eligible for participation candidates need to meet four of the
following six exemplary criteria:
. For the purposes of this research, exemplary leader is defined as those who met at least
four of the following characteristics:
1. Evidence of successfully leading an elementary school;
2. A minimum of five years of experience as an elementary school principal;
3. Articles, papers, or written materials published, or presented at conferences on
topics related to being an elementary school principal;
4. Recognition by their peers as a leader in the field of elementary education;
5. Membership in MEMSPA; and
6. Support from another MEMSPA member, region president, or member of the
executive board.
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If you could respond with a list of elementary principal names, emails, and phone
numbers, or even send a quick email introducing me to the potential candidates, I would
be very grateful.
Thank you, in advance, for your time and consideration.
Kind regards,
Nicholas Damico
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
Elementary School Principal-Wyoming Public Schools
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Appendix B
Invitation Email To Participants
Dear Principal ____________________,
Thank you for your interest in participating in my research study on Leadership
Storytelling in Elementary Schools. You are receiving this email because you were
nominated by your MEMSPA region president to participate as an exemplary school
leader. Your participation consists of one 60-minute audio recorded interview of 20
questions that were developed collaboratively by three peer researchers. These questions
are based on Steve Denning’s (2011) The Leader’s Guide to Storytelling eight narrative
patterns of storytelling; ignite action, build trust, build your brand, transmit values,
collaborate, share knowledge, tame the grapevine, & a vision for the future. If possible I
would like to observe you in the workplace prior to or after the interview and also collect
any relevant artifacts available for data triangulation.
The purpose of my phenomenological research study was to describe the ways that
exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead and make
transformational change. Please know that your privacy and confidentiality is taken very
seriously. I have attached the Brandman University Research Participants Bill of Rights
for your review in addition to an “Informed Consent and Audio Recording” document.
There is minimal risk involved that may occur during the in-person interview.
Please contact me at your earliest convenience to schedule the one-hour interview. I look
forward to hearing about your experiences, perceptions, knowledge, and lived
experiences to better inform the understanding of the behaviors of exemplary elementary
school principals.
Kind regards,
Nicholas Damico
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
Principal, Parkview Elementary School (Wyoming Public Schools)
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Appendix C
Interview Protocol
My name is Nicholas Damico and I am an elementary school principal in
Wyoming, Michigan. Thank you so much for taking the time to share your expertise and
experience. As an exemplary elementary school principal, sharing your experiences is
very important to the study and those will benefit from the findings.
I’m a doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational
Leadership. I’m a part of a team conducting research to determine what strategies are
used by exemplary leaders to lead their organization through storytelling. The eight
narrative patterns of storytelling used in this study are depicted by Denning’s framework
of storytelling by leaders. Storytelling as used in this research applies to the full range of
strategies and processes by which leaders use storytelling in an organization. It is all the
ideas, images, and other forms of organizational content that passes between leaders and
all members of the organization including personal, interpersonal, group and
organization. This is study is about what stories you tell to build trust, spark action, foster
collaboration, motivate others, build brand, transmit values and knowledge, create vision
and neutralize gossip as you lead the organization.
Our team is conducting approximately 30 interviews with leaders like yourself. The
information you give, along with the others, hopefully will provide a clear picture of the
thoughts and behaviors that exemplary leaders use storytelling to create quality in their
organizations and will add to the body of research currently available.
Informed Consent (required for Dissertation Research)
I would like to remind you that any information that is obtained in connection with this
study will remain confidential. All of the data will be reported without reference to any
individual(s) or any institution(s). After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to
you via electronic mail so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured
your thoughts and ideas.
We have scheduled an hour for the interview. At any point during the interview you may
ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether. For ease of our
discussion and accuracy I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed
Consent.
Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thanks so much
for your time.
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Appendix D
National Institutes of Health Certificate of Completion

166

Appendix E
Field Test Participant Feedback Questions
While conducting the interview, you should take notes of their clarification requests or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask
your field test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it another
interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their feedback so you
can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your feedback report
on how to improve the interview questions.
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview?
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Appendix F
Field Test Observer Feedback Question
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions
below after completing the interviews. You should also discuss the following reflection
questions with your ‘observer’ after completing the interview field test. The questions
are writing from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your
thoughts with the observer and they can add valuable insight from their observation.
1. How long did the interview take?_____Did the time seem appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something
you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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Appendix G
Brandman University Institutional Review Board
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Appendix H
Informed Consent and Audio Recording Release
INFORMATION ABOUT: Exemplary Elementary School Principals: A
phenomenological look at exemplary elementary principals and their experiences on the
use of storytelling to lead organizations using Denning’s eight narrative patterns (new
ideas, trust, values, collaboration, brand, conversation, knowledge, vision, and change).
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Nicholas Damico
PURPOSE OF STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted
by Nicholas Damico, a doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman
University. The purpose of this research study is to understand and describe how
exemplary elementary school principals use storytelling to lead using Denning’s eight
narrative patterns (new ideas, trust, values, collaboration, brand, conversation,
knowledge, vision, and change). In addition, it is the purpose to understand how
elementary principals use storytelling to create transformational change in organizations.
This study will fill in the gap in the research regarding the impact of storytelling on the
elementary principals to bring about transformational change in educational
organizations. The results of this study may assist districts and county offices in the
storytelling strategies to implement focusing on the outcomes of Denning’s eight
narrative patterns. This study may also provide much needed information to educational
organization elementary principal leaders to create transformational change in their
schools. By participating in this study, I agree to participate in an individual interview.
The interview(s) will last approximately 45 – 60 minutes and will be conducted in
person. Interviews will be conducted in September and October of 2019.
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I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand that
the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes and
research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the researcher.

b) I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be available
only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio recordings will be
used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the accuracy of the information
collected during the interview. All information will be identifier-redacted and my
confidentiality will be maintained. Upon completion of the study all recordings will be
destroyed. All other data and consents will be securely stored for three years after
completion of data collection and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.

c) The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the research
regarding elementary principals and the impact storytelling has on educational
organizations. The findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the study and will
provide new insights about the elementary principals experience in which I participated. I
understand that I will not be compensated for my participation.

d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact
Nicholas Damico ndamico@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at 616-550-5395; or Dr.
Keith Larick (Advisor) at larick@brandman.edu.
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e) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not participate in
the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer particular
questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I may refuse to participate
or may withdraw from this study at any time without any negative consequences. Also,
the Investigator may stop the study at any time.

f) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent and that
all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study
design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my consent reobtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the
study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.

I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the
procedure(s) set forth.

____________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

____________________________________
Signature of Principal Investigator
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____________________________________
Date
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Appendix I
Interview Questions
Ignite Action and Implement New Ideas:
1. Stories that ignite action often spell out the alternative (what will happen without the
new idea). Can you provide an example from your leadership where you used this type of
story?
2. There’s an old Brazilian proverb: When you dream alone, it's just a dream, but when
you dream together, it’s already the beginning of a new reality. What are some of the
stories you use to invite your organization to imagine, dream and then implement the
dream together?
Build Trust:
1. How do you use stories to promote trust between you and members of your
organization? Can you give me an example?
2. Please share with me an example of a time when you disclosed a personal story that
showed your vulnerability in an effort to build trust and authenticity with members of
your organization. Optional probe: Tell me more about the outcome from that
disclosure
Build Brand:
1. Branding in the new world of social media (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Yelp,
Instagram, Snapchat etc.) is an authentic, interactive sharing of story. In what ways
have you used this narrative pattern to identify who you are, who your organization is
and/or what you stand for?
2. One narrative that leaders use to build identity or brand is the story of their
‘customer’ (client, stakeholder, etc). Please share the stories that you use that build
your brand by creating a picture of your ‘customer’.
Transmit Organizational Values:
1. Espoused values are the values we think we should have and operational values are
the ones actually working in our organizations and sometimes there is a gap between
the two. What stories do you tell to move operational values toward espoused values?
2. What stories do you use to encourage all members to become actively connected to
the organizational values?
Foster Collaboration:
1. How do you use stories to cultivate a culture of collaboration between you and
members of your organization?
2. Narrative gives teams and communities the spark that will help them lift their game to
a new level and work together with shared passion. What stories have you used to
spark collaboration in this way?
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Share Knowledge:
1. How do you engage members of your organization in storytelling that are two-way
exchange of ideas and information about your organization?
2. Stories about the past enable us to make sense of the past and then move into the
future. How have you used stories of past events to share learning?
Neutralize Rumor:
1. How do you use storytelling as a way to neutralize rumors?
2. What drives gossip and rumor is uncertainty about the future. What stories do you tell
to shed light on the future and reduce uncertainty?
Create and Share Vision
1. How do you use stories to create and share a compelling vision for your organization?
Can you share an example?
2. Evocative future stories that are told and retold become part of the common mind.
What evocative future stories do you tell and retell that allow stakeholders to embrace
an inspiring vision?
Creating Transformational Change:
1. Denning posits that “narrative is a thread running through everything that a
transformational leader does to achieve extraordinary results”; Please provide an
example of when you used story to create transformational change.
2. Stories that create transformation have both a personal and collective impact; What is
a story that you have told to create transformation in your organization that impacted
people both individually and collectively?

“Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research are
known, we will send you a copy of our findings.”

General Probes
May be used during the interview when you want to get more info and/or expand
the conversation with them.
1. “What did you mean by ……..”
2. “Do you have more to add?”
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3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

“Would you expand upon that a bit?"
“Why do think that was the case?”
“Could you please tell me more about…. “
“Can you give me an example of …..”
“How did you feel about that?”
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